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Prologue 


AN: Let's dive right in. I'll be posting the first six chapters all at once. 
PROLOGUE 


The day | met Max was otherwise a perfectly ordinary Thursday, a 
bright, clear morning in early May. At the time, | was sitting alone ata 
table for two in a breakfast cafe near my house, enjoying a plate of 
eggs benedict. | paid no attention when he walked in, and barely 
noticed when he stopped beside my table, even though | was sitting 
on the bench along the wall facing the rest of the room. 


“Cassandra Rolins?” he asked, prompting me to actually look up 
from my food. 


The first thing | noticed was that he’s pronounced my last name 
correctly: RAW-lins rather than ROH-lins. Then my mind caught up 
to the fact that he’d called me Cassandra; less than a dozen people 
knew to call me that. | wiped a bit of hollandaise sauce off my chin, 
feeling extraordinarily self-conscious of the stubble | hadn’t bothered 
to shave that morning. Having someone call me ‘Cassandra’ in 
public felt like having a megawatt spotlight pointed directly at me, 
and | had to look around the room to reassure myself that people 
weren't staring at us. Thankfully, everyone else in the diner was 
paying as little attention to us as | had been to them, so | pushed 
down the anxiety in my gut and returned my attention to my ‘caller’. 


He was an older man, though I’ve always been reluctant to try to 
assign an actual age to someone based on appearances. 
Qualitatively: he was clean-shaven, his handsSomeness accentuated 
rather than lessened by the thin wrinkles lining his face, his hair had 
gone entirely gray, and he looked great in a well-fitting suit. The 
phrase that came to mind was ‘silver fox’. 


“Uh, yes?” 
“May | join you?” he asked. 


| hesitated; this man was a complete stranger, and yet knew far more 
about me than anyone but my closest friends and family. On the 
other hand, we were in a public venue where | had a hard time 
imagining anything untoward happening, so | said, “Sure, why not?” 


He grinned and sat down across the small table. A waitress offered 
him a menu, which he waved off with a simple “Just coffee for me, 
thanks,” before turning back to me. “Please, don’t let me interrupt 
you,” he said with a glance at my unfinished eggs. | went back to my 
meal while the waitress poured him a cup of coffee. 


Neither of us spoke until I’d finished the eggs and fried potatoes and 
pushed my plate away from me with a contented sigh. Being able to 
finish my meal in peace had relaxed me, and my initial panic had 

been replaced with wary curiosity. “So, how can | help you?” | asked. 


“Cass-may | call you Cass?” 


| nodded, hardly surprised that he already knew my preferred 
nickname. 


“My name is Max, and | have something of an... unusual offer for 
you.” 


“If this is a multi-level marketing thing, you’re wasting your time.” | 
immediately regretted the words; he probably didn’t deserve me 
being confrontationally snarky right out of the gate. 


Max took the comment in good humor, though, chuckling softly as he 
shook his head. “No, no, nothing like that. It’s more of an...” he 
hesitated again. “It’s hard to explain exactly. Think of it as an 
invitation. To... adventure.” 


“That’s very, uh, vague.” 


“Yeah. Hmm.” He pushed his coffee cup and utensils to the edges of 
the table to clear a space to lean forward intently. “Look, rather than 
beating around the bush, I'll be direct, which means I’m about to say 
some things that will probably sound, well, crazy. You know the 
saying about extraordinary claims and evidence?” 


“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,” | quoted. 


“That’s it. I'm going to say some pretty crazy things, but | assure you, 
| have the evidence to back it up if you can keep an open mind. That 
seem fair?” 


“Yeah, sure.” | was definitely curious now, though | was increasingly 
suspicious that this was some kind of scam. 


Max muttered something under his breath before clearing his throat 
and plunging right into the crazy. “I’m an interdimensional traveller,” 
he said, completely straight-faced. “I go from world to world 
collecting skills, technology, and magic while trying to help out where 
| can, and occasionally invite people | meet to join me in my travels.” 


| waited for him to laugh and admit he was playing a prank on me, 
but he just continued staring at me expectantly. “Okay,” | said. 
“That’s... that’s pretty unbelievable. So your evidence is what? 
Taking me to see your TARDIS?” 


He grinned; | guess | was taking this better than he’d expected. “It’s 
not quite a TARDIS, but | can certainly do that, if you’d like.” 


“Sorry, but you’re going to have to show me a lot of ‘extraordinary 
evidence’ before I’m willing to follow you somewhere where you will, 
by your own admission, ‘disappear’ me.” The best case scenario at 
that point would be walking onto the set of some bizarre prank show; 
| didn’t want to think about the worst. 


“Of course.” He made a small gesture, and the salt shaker on the 
table flew into his waiting hand. He offered it to me, allowing me to 
check it for wires or other stage magician tricks; |, predictably, found 


nothing. Once | was satisfied, he repeated the gesture to whisk it out 
of my hand and back to his, then left it floating in the air above the 
table. | prodded it, causing it to bob and spin slightly before coming 
to a stop. 


“That’s...” | began, but | was well and truly speechless. As | watched, 
a single-serving coffee creamer cup and an ice-cube from my water 
glass joined the salt-shaker, and the three objects began to orbit a 
point above the center of the table. Rather than grapple with the 
complete impossibility in front of me, | focused on Max himself. He 
was smiling at my bewilderment, managing to look charmingly 
satisfied with himself without crossing over into ‘smug’. 


He’d certainly showed me something | couldn't explain, but | wasn’t 
ready to accept his story at face value yet. | decided to suspend my 
disbelief for the moment and treat his offer as though it was real. 
“Ok. Let’s say | believe you. Why approach me?” 


“The same reason | invite anyone: | think I’d enjoy having you along.” 
“Why me, though?” 


Max’s grin faltered. “Ah, you see... before coming here, | was able to 
observe the course events would take without me, and you featured 

heavily in the future | saw. | think | have a good idea of who you are, 

and that makes me think you'd fit right in with us.” 


Precognition-or time travel, his description could fit either-wasn’t any 
more unbelievable than anything else he’d claimed, so | didn’t 
challenge it. “And this ‘future knowledge’ is how you knew my name.” 
“Yas,” 


“Which I’ve told almost no one, and have only been using for a 
month or so.” 


He gave me a sheepish shrug. “Sorry. | didn’t think about that.” 


“It’s fine. Just more ‘extraordinary evidence’, | guess.” 


“You would have been really confused if I'd approached you a couple 
months ago, huh?” 


“Yeah.” The melting water from the ice-cube wasn’t dripping like it 
should, instead blobbing around the ice like the entire thing was in 
zero gravity. | looked around the cafe again, wondering if his display 
had attracted any attention, and found that no one was looking at us 
at all. “How is no one noticing this?” | asked as | plucked the coffee 
creamer out of the air and gave it the same inspection I’d given the 
salt shaker. 


“Muggle-repelling charm,” Max said without missing a beat. 


“Funny,” | snarked, frowning as | failed to find anything at all 
suspicious about the tiny plastic cup. Two more of the things had 
already replaced it, so | returned it to its dish with a sigh. It was 
getting harder and harder to maintain my healthy skepticism, and to 
my knowledge, Max hadn’t cracked a joke since he’d sat down. “That 
wasn't actually a joke, was it?” 


“It was not.” 


“You're actually offering me a magical, multidimensional adventure.” 
The tightness in my chest was a very strange sort of anxiety: 
anticipation, eagerness, and the terrible sense of waiting for the 
other shoe to drop. “And if you know me as well as you say, you 
know I'd jump at the chance.” 


Max smiled widely. “Then you accept?” 


“l-” | wanted to say yes. | really, really wanted to say yes. | was 
terrified of saying yes. “I have... responsibilities. My cats...” 


“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “If you decide to join 
me, you can spend hundreds of years with us and still return to the 
very second you left.” 


“| won't grow old over hundreds of years?” | asked. 


“Not unless you want to,” Max said. “And you'll have the opportunity 
to gain skills, magic and technology just like | do along the way.” 


| stared at him for a long while. Try as | might, couldn’t find any 
indication that he wasn’t completely sincere. The salt shaker was still 
floating around the table with the two coffee creamer cups and a 
blob of water that had been the ice-cube. My chest felt tight like a 
vice, and | realized | was barely breathing; | took deep, calming 
breaths until the feeling faded and | was able to think clearly again. 
Logic was contraindicated by the blatant violations of physics orbiting 
over the table. Emotionally, Max was offering me my ultimate 
escapist wish fulfillment on a silver platter. That was really the crux of 
the matter, though: no matter how much | wanted to believe him, the 
offer was too good to be true. 


“This is too good to be true,” | said. 


“| can understand why you’d think that,” he said. “To be honest, one 
of the reasons I’m offering is simply because | know you'd enjoy it.” 
The floating objects returned to their rightful places as Max steepled 
his fingers and leaned forwards over the table again. “Let me ask 
you this, then: if my offer was as good as I’ve said, would you 
accept?” 


| licked my lips nervously. The feeling of the spotlight was back, a 
hundred times stronger than before. If this was real, there was no 
way | could pass it up. If it was fake... | drew a blank. | had no idea 
what kind of game, trap, or con would involve such a strange offer. If 
| accepted that | had been shown real, actual magic, | had no context 
for what sort of pitfalls could exist. “If there were no strings attached, 
and no hidden catches or tricks, yes, | would.” 


“In that case, would you allow me to present some more of my 
‘extraordinary evidence’?” 


| was too skeptical-too scared-to say yes. | would never forgive 
myself for saying no. “What are you planning?” | asked. 


Max stood up and put a pair of twenties on the table; enough to 
cover the cost of our food and drink twice over. “I'll show you my 
‘TARDIS’, as you put it,” he said, beckoning me towards the back of 
the cafe. | followed mechanically, wondering what the hell | was 
doing. Was | really about to follow this strange man out into a back 
alley? 


| didn’t have to go that far. He stopped in front of the restrooms and, 
after checking once again to make sure no one was paying attention 
to us, pushed the door open to reveal a space that absolutely should 
not have been there. 


It was, in a word, impossible. Impossibly huge, impossibly designed, 
impossibly located. The first thing that came to mind was the Citadel 
in Mass Effect: the area was half neighborhood, half park, under a 
sky that was clearly artificial but still warm and welcoming. Most of 
the space | could see was taken up by low, rolling artificial hills 
hemmed in by buildings in a bizarre mishmash of styles-ranging from 
unpainted wooden structures that wouldn't look out of place ina 
fantasy movie to gleaming ‘modern’ glass-and-metal facades-along 
what | assumed were the ‘walls’ of the space. The area around the 
entrance was covered by a wide, tranquil stream criss-crossed by 
footbridges, further cementing the comparison in my mind to the 
Presidium. Benches lined the paths beneath trees that offered shade 
from the warm simulated sun overhead. 


It was only when | heard the door shut behind me that | realized I’d 
wandered a dozen steps into the room in a daze. | turned around to 
see a young man, perhaps a year or two younger than me, smiling 
widely at my reaction. | wasn’t sure how | knew, but | Knew it was 
Max; maybe it was that he was still damnably handsome, looking 
impeccable even in a loose-fitting tee shirt and jeans. 


“What is this place?” | asked. 


“It’s our interdimensional home away from home. A pocket 
dimension that goes wherever we go, one we've spent a great deal 
of effort making as comfortable as possible.” He strode forward onto 
the gently arching footbridge in front of me as he spoke, turning to 
face me when he reached its mild apex. The insane, otherworldly 
vista formed the perfect background for the end of his introductory 
speech. “It’s grown far beyond just being a space to store our loot, 
but we still just call it: ‘the Warehouse’.” 


| could feel my face twitch as everything suddenly and violently fell 
into place. 


“You're on a fucking Jumpchain!?” 
aX SSX SSX === 
Jumpchains. Where to begin on fucking Jumpchains? 


Fanfiction had a bad rap because most of it was terrible. Most of it 
was terrible because most of it was author-insert wish fulfillment. 
Jumpchains were a specific form of fanfiction that were, in short, that 
specific sort of wish fulfillment distilled down to its most base, wank-y 
elements. The protagonist-by which | meant the author avatar-was 
given a bunch of space-coins to buy superpowers, then dropped into 
various settings to mess around with the worlds, characters, and 
plots with abandon. 


Perhaps | was being unfair. The idea of the Jumpchain as a genre 
was a highly collaborative thing, with people creating ‘jump 
documents’ of varying quality to describe exactly what sort of 
Superpowers the protagonist and friends could buy in any given 
setting, ‘expansions’ (in the boardgame sense) to the basic setup- 
like the Warehouse, which was so common as to be ubiquitous-as 
well as a bunch of other rules which largely boil down to: “If you die 
and don’t have an item or ability that nullifies that death, Game 
Over.” In theory, this meant that there were still stakes, that the 
author-avatar had to judge their desire to visit a work of fiction or visit 
specific changes on it against their ability to survive those things. In 


practice... | was willing to admit there were probably well written 
Jumpchains floating around the internet, perhaps even some 
legitimately great ones, but I’d read enough of them to feel like | had 
a good sample size and found them largely repetitive and 
unimaginative. 


The actual concept was pretty simple, my terribly snarky previous 
description aside. The protagonist is contracted by some sort of 
bored interdimensional quasi-deity and offered the chance to travel 
between universes for that being’s amusement. Before each ‘jump’, 
the ‘Jumper’ is given their choice of several jump documents, each 
of which defines the point-buy ‘character creation’ options fora 
specific fictional universe. The Jumper spends their points on their 
character and equipment, then has ten years in that setting to do 
whatever they want, provided they don't die. One of those 
‘whatevers’ is recruiting ‘companions’, who are usually important 
characters to the story the Jumper is visiting. Companions follow the 
Jumper from universe to universe and can join the Jumper in being 
inserted into any universe with a jump document that offers the 
option. At the end of those ten years, the Jumper selects another 
universe and the process repeats. 


The reason | considered Jumpchains such a tepid wish-fulfillment 
scenario was pretty simple. If you give someone the option to point- 
buy an ideal character for a self-insert, you’re going to see 
characters who run roughshod over the plot, characters, and setting. 
If you allow those upgrades to carry over, letting the character 
snowball more and more power with each jump, conflict dies pretty 
quickly. There was also the problem that the jumps usually read like 
a summary in a book report rather than a proper story, but that might 
have been more a matter of the people who wrote them. As | said, 
there are probably well-written Jumpchains. Somewhere. 


All of this exposition serves to explain the two extremely 
uncomfortable conclusions that leapt into my head at that moment, 
looking at Max on his bridge. First, |, and likely everyone | knew, 
were fictional characters relative to the world of the author, and likely 


relative to that of the character of Max as well, given that he had 
meta-knowledge of my world. Second, | was now in the even less 
enviable position of being a fanfictional character in a work of 
dubious quality. 


“You're familiar with the Jumpchain?” Max asked. It was disarming 
seeing him like this, in the form of Someone my age. He looked like 
exactly the kind of person | might hang out with on weekends playing 
boardgames or Dungeons & Dragons. | had to remind myself that, 
judging by the amount of upgrades he’d poured into the Warehouse, 
he must have been hundreds, maybe even thousands of years old. 


“It’s a...” | hesitated, unsure of how to compress my conception of 
Jumpchains as a genre into a nice, neat package. “... a collaborative 
fanfiction thing,” | finished. 


“Ah,” Max said. He scratched his chin in thought. “Yeah, that makes 
sense. | can see it. Sort of a choose-your-own-adventure-slash- 
multicross thing?” 


“More or less.” It seemed Max wasn't familiar with Jumpchains 
outside of his own. | tried to remember if any of the Jumpchains I'd 
read had a protagonist who’d known what a Jumpchain was before 
they got isekai’d and came up with a negative; the chain being 
explained to the Jumper was something of a staple part of the 
exposition. | wonder what it meant that / was familiar with them; 
probably just that the author wouldn’t need to have his character 
explain something the audience already knew. 


“So, how about it?” Max asked. “You in?” 
“Yeah.” Hell yes, | was in. “When do we leave?” 
“As soon as you’re ready.” 


“In that case, could | run home just for a moment?” 


“Sure thing.” Max moved back past me to the door and swung it 
open, revealing my kitchen. “Just use the same door when you're 
done.” 


“That’s kind of creepy,” | complained. “Convenient, though.” 


| waved goodbye to Max as he shut the door, which | then 
immediately opened. “Just checking,” | said, which got a laugh. | shut 
the door again. 


| Knew I'd be returning to the moment | left, but | would still feel weird 
leaving for an adventure without doing some things. So | tidied up 
the house, made sure the cats had food and water, and left a note. | 
also said goodbye to the cats; it would be a blink of an eye for them, 
but | would miss the little fuzzballs. 


The note was the hardest part. What was | supposed to say? The 
only reason anyone would read it is if, for some reason, | never 
came back. With that in mind, | settled on the most direct version of 
the truth | could manage without sounding like I’d had a complete 
mental breakdown. No one would believe it, but at least it would be 
there. 


| taped the note somewhere it would be clearly visible to anyone 
entering the front door, then headed back to the kitchen and through 
the metaphorical looking glass. 


AN: Apart from ‘the obvious’, the largest divergence re: Sl-Self vs. 
Authorial-Self is what "I'/I have read, fanfiction-wise (and 
Jumpchain-wise)-this is actually relevant much, much later. To be 
honest, these are more or less the opinions | had about Jumpchain 
before | ‘tried’ it, and | wrote this chapter in part to acknowledge the 
‘negative assumptions’ | had. To those who write Jumpchains, just 
assume "I" never happened across y'‘all's works, k? 


Last edited: May 2, 2020 


Chapter 1: First Impressions 


PART ONE 
Chapter 1: First Impressions 


The Warehouse was amazing. Max gave me the full tour, pointing 
out this and that, while | trailed along behind and absorbed barely 
any of it, far too busy marveling at everything. It was significantly 
larger than I'd first thought, the large ‘park’ I’d seen from the 
entrance taking up only half the space. Past the first row of buildings 
on one side of the park was a town square, cobbled with flagstones 
around a massive, decorative marble fountain. Beyond that lay even 
more buildings, in styles just as varied as those surrounding the 
park; most of them had been claimed by other companions for 
whatever they wanted. If | understood the gist of Max’s explanation 
correctly, new buildings sprung up whenever all available space had 
been claimed; the only scarcity was how far you’d have to walk to 
get to your space, and the solution they'd decided on for that was to 
randomize the buildings every jump. It was a casual display of 
reality-altering power that was mind-boggling in its mundanity. 


Our tour ended in one of the largest buildings in the Warehouse, an 
absolutely gorgeous hotel named the Traveler’s Palace, which 
opened both onto the park and the town square depending on which 
exit you took. “You'll be staying here until you decide you want to 
design yourself a house,” Max said as he showed me into a fancy 
hotel suite. From the door, a short hallway led to a large room witha 
king-sized bed, drawers and a closet for clothes, and a couple of 
desks and chairs. A large flat-screen TV sat at the foot of the bed, 
and on the opposite side of the room from the door was a large, 
sliding glass door. Max opened the door on one side of the entrance 
hall to present an equally luxurious bathroom, tiled with swirly rose- 


colored marble. “Laundry’s done by magic,” he said as he pointed to 
the cloth hamper in the near corner of the bathroom. “Throw your 
stuff in there and it'll reappear in the drawers,” 


| walked over to the drawers and opened one to find a large number 
of tee- and long- sleeved shirts that wouldn’t have been at all out of 
place in my own wardrobe. “I suppose these just come from magic 
as well?” | asked, pulling out a graphic tee bearing an image of a 
hexagonal grid evoking Settlers of Catan with the text ‘The Sheep 
Must Flow’ printed over it. 


“Yup. Automatically tailored to your tastes. They'll disappear if you 
take them off for too long outside the Warehouse, though, so you'll 
want to acquire a real wardrobe as well.” Max walked over to one of 
the small side tables bearing a decidedly mundane looking corded 
phone and picked up a menu. “Room service is also magic, but | 
recommend dining downstairs anyway. Good way to get to know 
everyone.” 


The hotel seemed to have a pretty good grasp of just how little taste 
in clothes | had; well, graphic tees and shapeless hoodies were a 
stereotype, after all. | walked back to the bathroom and threw the 
unfolded shirt into the hamper, where it disappeared before my eyes. 
“Is this an upgrade for the Warehouse you bought, or did you 
somehow loot an entire luxury hotel?” 


“Mostly the latter.” Max laughed at my disbelieving expression. “It’s a 
long story. The Palace imports with me into any compatible jump, 
where I'll automatically own it-or an entire hotel chain, depending on 
the setting.” 


“So it gets its own proper history as part of the setting, the same way 
jump imports do?” 


“And real staff rather than convenient Warehouse automated magic, 
et cetera et cetera.” 


“I’m surprised you can do that.” | walked over to the sliding glass 
door and let myself out onto the balcony. A couple pieces of patio 
furniture gave us somewhere to sit, but | opted to head over to the 
railing. It was a beautiful, tropical view of- “Holy crap, you have an 
entire ocean in here?” 


“It’s just scenery, I’m afraid,” Max admitted as he joined me leaning 
against the balcony railing. “We should be facing the wall of the 
warehouse, but the Palace is too fancy for that, so it conjures up nice 
vistas instead. They vary from room to room, too. If you get bored, 
you can close the curtains, and you’ll have a new one when you 
open them again. 


“As for how | got the hotel: it was something | was offered, not 
something | rules-lawyered in. When | said something similar, 
Management mentioned that it’s possible to get an entire death- 
world to-go.” He snorted. “I didn’t ask.” 


“Huh.” Why would anyone even want that? “Wait, who’s 
‘Management’?” 


Max sighed. “Management is just what | call whoever or whatever’s 
running the show. You'll meet them when we get ready for our next 
jump.” 


“Any idea where we’re going?” | asked. 


“| learn the same time you do: whenever Management decides our 
vacation is over. Probably a week or two.” | was getting the sense 
that Max had a less than amicable relationship with whoever this 
‘Management’ was, which was not what | expected. | wasn’t sure 
how to ask about it, though, so we lapsed into silence, enjoying the 
tropical sunshine. 


“Well, I’m going to go check on how everyone's doing,” Max said. 
“Oh, by the way, feel free to explore anywhere you'd like. The only 
places you shouldn't go will be locked tight.” He left the railing and 
walked back through the hotel room. “Bye!” he called from the door. 


“Bye!” 
“Don’t be a strang-” the closing door cut him off. 


| sighed, idly wondering if | would get sunburn staying out on the 
patio like this or if some other weird aspect of the Warehouse would 
prevent it. Heading back into the hotel room and flopping down on 
the massive hotel bed made the question irrelevant. 


l’m on a fucking Jumpchain. 


In many self-insert fics, there’s some point early on where the 
protagonist struggles to come to terms with what is and isn’t real, 
given the fact that they've found themselves in a world that they 
know as fiction. I'd never enjoyed reading those sections, but now | 
was going through my own. Unless | had totally misread my entire 
interaction with Max, | was a character in some book, game, or TV 
show-or my future self would have been, if Max and company hadn't 
knocked whatever plot was brewing right off the rails. Did that mean | 
was fictional? 


The answer was another question: Did it matter? Sure, somewhere 
out there was a show, book, game, or whatever that matched my 
world, but even if my life existed in a ‘fictional context’ somewhere, 
I’d still experienced it. Or, looking at it from the other direction: given 
what | knew about Jumpchains, odds were everything in the 
Warehouse was (fan)fictional, so why worry about it? | was just as 
real-or not-as everything and everyone else here, and that was that. 


Once | was satisfied with my interpretation of reality, | got up off the 
bed and headed out of the hotel. It was time to explore. 


| wasn't ready to start barging into buildings just yet, so my 
‘exploring’ mostly consisted of wandering around the park area. 
There wasn’t a whole lot to see. 


The park was pretty, there was no doubt about that. The artificial sky 
less than fifty feet overhead and the weird panoply of buildings gave 
it an otherworldly feel | wouldn't find back on ‘my Earth’. But aside 
from the superficial, there wasn’t much to see or do there. 


It was already late afternoon in the Warehouse by the time | stopped 
walking; either I’d lost track of time while I’d wandered or it wasn’t 
synched up to my time zone. | took a rest on a grassy hill 
overlooking the ‘town’, for lack of a better word: the grouping of low 
buildings around the city square near the ‘center’ of the Warehouse. 
Aside from a dirt path leading to the peak, the only thing on the hill 
was a single cherry tree in full bloom. | sat down on the grass near 
the edge of the tree’s shade, looking down at the square. 


There was definitely something weird going on with the perspective 
here: | hadn’t climbed anywhere near high enough for the view | was 
seeing, and another mountain rose behind me despite it not being 
visible from anywhere else. It had to be another scenery trick, like 
the ocean view from my room, and | really wasn’t sure how to feel 
about it. 


The cherry tree was the real sticking point: having a perpetually 
blossoming cherry tree on a hill with a magically faked view seemed 
to say something unflattering about the whole enterprise. “Wasn't 
there a bit in one of Pratchett's books about keeping a cherry tree 
blossoming through magic?” | asked the branches overhead. 
“Something about how part of the beauty of cherry blossoms was in 
how fleeting they were, and the people who kept them around were 
missing the point?” 


“The tree only blooms at the end of each Jump,” someone said from 
behind me. | started, craning my neck around to see the speaker: a 
girl in her late teens or early twenties with strongly Japanese 
features. Her long black hair was tied with a ribbon, and she had 
striking indigo eyes; she wore a simple button-down white shirt with 
a black skirt and no obvious jewelry. She wasn't looking at me as 
she spoke, instead staring out at the vista I’d been looking at with 


her hands clasped behind her back. “And the book you're thinking of 
is Thief of Time,” she added. 


“Thanks?” 


The girl nodded, her eyes flicking to me for a moment before 
returning to the town below us. “I like it up here,” she said. 


“Yeah, it’s nice.” | agreed. The silence that followed was more 
awkward than peaceful, so | decided to speak up. “I’m Cassandra.” 


“Rolins?” She looked me over. “Huh. You are a trap.” 


“Excuse me!?” | yelled, twisting my entire body to face her. “What the 
fuck? Why would you say that?” 


The girl seemed confused by my reaction, the corners of her mouth 
twitching downward in a barely-perceptible frown. “I didn’t mean any 
offense-” 


“Well then don’t say that!” | snapped. “It’s pretty fucking offensive!” 


“Sorry,” she said without much conviction; my glare was having next 
to no effect, as well. “If you don’t mind me asking, why /s it 
offensive?” 


“Because it implies I’m being dishonest about who | am!” | snapped. 
“It forms an association between trans women and sexual predators! 
That’s the kind of association that the ‘gay panic’ defense relies on!” 


“Oh.” She sighed, stepping forward to stand abreast of me so | didn’t 
have to twist around to address her. “I apologize. | wasn’t aware it 
was considered such a rude term.” 


“It’s-” | stopped, because it wasn’t ‘fine’. “| accept your apology,” | 
said instead. 


The silence returned. It was even more uncomfortable than before, 
but it gave me an opportunity to calm down before | spoke up again. 


“I’m sort of surprised it never came up.” A point in favor of 
representation in media, | supposed. “Do you always import as your 
own gender?” 


“Not always,” she said. “However, once we import, we are that 
person. I’ve never met Someone who was, uh, ‘in-between’?” 


“I’m not-!” | bit off my response and took a deep breath. Ignorance, 
not malice. “| mean, you could say that I’m mid-transition, but as a 
matter of identity, | am not ‘in-between’.” 


| took the time to put my thoughts in order; | needed to give an 
explanation, not another rant. “There are people who do identify as 
‘in-between’, or ‘neither’, or any number of other ways, and those are 
all perfectly valid ways to feel. The fact that there are people who do 
feel that way makes it even less fair to lump all trans people into that 
category. Okay?” 


“| see.” Woman of few words, this one. “Again, | apologize.” 


“And | accept.” | stood up and dusted myself off absentmindedly. “We 
got off on the wrong foot. Let’s start over. Cassandra Rolins.” | held 
out my hand. 


She took it. “Akemi Homura.” 


“Nice to meet you,” | said on autopilot, because my brain had 
immediately ground to a halt. | hadn’t thought through the full 
consequences of joining the Jumpchain: that | was likely going to 
meet people that | knew from fiction; fiction that existed in my world 
as well as Max’s (or his un-inserted authorial self, if | went down that 
rabbit hole). “The magical girl?” | asked stupidly, because my brain 
was only now beginning to catch up and really how many Akemi 
Homuras was | likely to meet, even factoring in the fact that | was 
now touring the multiverse on some sort of Superpowered pocket- 
dimension cruise ship? 


“Yes,” she said with a nod. | relaxed slightly once it was apparent | 
hadn’t committed some major faux pas in asking. “You're familiar 
with my world, then?” 


“Yeah.” It wasn’t a happy story. “Are you ‘familiar’ with mine?” 


“lam. | always thought...” she trailed off. “I’m sorry, | shouldn’t have 
said anything.” 


“Why not?” 


“Talking about the worlds we came from, what would have happened 
without Max-Maxine-” she added with a twitch of the lips that | was 
going to call a smile, “-is taboo for most of us. If you’re familiar with 
my world, you know what would have happened without Max’s 
intervention. She tries to help, no matter where she goes, and for the 
most part she does. She makes things better than they would have 
been. Do you really want to know all the pain and suffering you’d 
have gone through without her?” 


“| suppose not,” | admitted. “Then-” | was barely smart enough not to 
ask ‘is Madoka here too?’. The way she was acting gave me a pretty 
good guess as to the answer, and that was a wound | did not want to 
poke. 


“Yes?” 


“Uh, penny for your thoughts?” | asked lamely. Damn it. Of all the 
people | might have run into, I’d ended up meeting someone who | 
not only recognized and respected, but whose ‘story’ had hada 
tremendous emotional impact on me. The surprise-and maybe a little 
hero worship-had left me badly off balance. 


Akemi took a deep breath and let it out in a slow sigh. “I find myself 
wanting to undo this entire conversation.” 


“Really?” | asked. “Please don’t.” 


“| won't. All else aside, it wouldn't be fair to you if | could remember a 
conversation you’d never had. It was merely an idle thought.” 


| nodded in understanding. “You’re still used to talking to the same 
people over and over again, even if they don’t remember you,” | 
guessed. 


Akemi actually turned her head to look at me. “It’s weird actually 
having you do that.” 


“What?” 


“It’s not bad,” she continued, looking back down at the town. “Just 
odd to be on the receiving end. But you’re right; | spent a very long 
time talking to the same people, people | Knew better than they knew 
themselves. Even once | joined Max, the... perspective afforded by 
the Jumps means | rarely make mistakes like that. But I'll manage.” 


“Like the rest of us mortals?” | joked. 


“| don’t think any of us can really claim to be mortal anymore,” Akemi 
said. “Some of us even less so than others,” she added softly, 
fiddling with the ring on her finger. 


There was nothing | could offer for that issue, so | tried to change the 
subject. “I do accept your apology. | trust you weren’t trying to be 
hurtful, and I’m not going to hold it against you.” 


She turned her head towards me again so | could see one eyebrow 
move infinitesimally upwards. “You changed what you were going to 
say at the time.” 


“Yeah, | did. My default response to someone apologizing is ‘it’s fine’, 
because a lot of things don’t bother me, but this did. This whole...” | 
waved a hand at nothing in particular, “... thing is still pretty raw, and 
I’m prickly about it. But | mean it when | say that | accept your 
apology. If | want to dismiss an apology that I’m not happy with, I'll 
say ‘I'll get over it’ instead.” 


“Because it is dismissive enough to sound like forgiveness, while 
clearly implying that you are not yet ‘over it’ and thus still bear a 
grudge over the offense,” Akemi reasoned. “I see.” 


“Exactly.” | smiled, searching for another conversation topic. “You 
come up here a lot?” 


“Every so often,” she said. “It’s a rough recreation of a hill near 
Mount Fuji.” 


| turned around to take another look at the mountain behind me, 
which didn’t look anything like Mount Fuji. 


“It's only a rough recreation,” Akemi clarified, following my gaze up 
the somewhat unimpressive mountain-which was somehow around a 
thousand feet high and fit under the fifty foot ceiling. Trying to figure 
that out was making my eyes cross, so | gave up and turned back to 
Akemi herself. 


“How often is often?” | asked. 

“Once a jump, when the tree blooms. It’s a nice spot to be alone.” 
“Ah.” Now | felt like | was intruding. “Should | go?” 

Akemi hesitated. “If you wouldn’t mind,” she decided. 


“It’s fine. Plenty more to see.” | turned back down the dirt path as 
casually as | could manage, feeling like a bit of an ass for not getting 
the hint sooner. | couldn't help glancing back up the hill as | 
descended; the path led away from the town before spiraling back 
around the hill, so AKemi’s back was to me. Seeing her standing 
there under the cherry blossoms was so anime it was downright 
surreal. 


She looked so damned lonely, standing all by herself at the top of the 
hill. But what could | do to help? | was still an outsider, and she’d 
asked me to leave. 


| turned back to the path, and soon lost sight of her among the 
strange, not-quite-euclidean hills. 


Having gotten a good look around the exterior, | picked one of the 
buildings facing the town square at random. The door was unlocked, 
and opened to reveal a sort of arcade-slash-games-room. One wall 
was dedicated to ‘barroom games’: there were tables for billiards, air 
hockey, and ping pong, plus a massive line of pinball machines. The 
rest of the room was full of arcade cabinets of all shapes, sizes, and 
colors, all of which appeared to be off. 


The whole building seemed empty, and | was about to leave when | 
heard noises coming from one of the back rooms. | walked past the 
various games into the next room, which had rows of computers set 
up for gaming, then followed the sounds into a hallway; they were 
coming from a door that had been left ajar. It sounded like Japanese. 


“Hello?” 
“Douzo-| mean, come in!” 


| pushed the door open, and looked inside. The room was as small 
as the placement of the hallway doors had suggested; I’d actually 
expected it to be bigger on the inside. The only pieces of furniture 
were an unassuming beige couch against the opposite wall and a TV 
on a stand next to the door. Slouching on the couch was an albino 
woman with long white hair, pale skin, and red eyes, wearing a 
baggy tee-shirt and yoga pants. She was holding a controller lazily in 
one hand and gave me a casual wave with the other. “Good timing! | 
just finished a boss fight. You must be the new gu-er, girl. 
Cassandra?” 


“Yeah,” | said awkwardly. “That’s me.” 


“Nice, Max finally found you! Or he gave up and just knocked on 
your door rather than trying to ‘run into you’ around town. Name’s 


Zero, by the way.” 


She'd looked familiar, but it took the name to jog my memory. “The, 
uh... invoker?” 


“Intoner, but yeah, close enough. Oh, hold on, | love this part!” 


| stepped inside so | could look at the television screen and was 
surprised to see that Zero was literally playing herself. Maybe | 
shouldn’t have been surprised that she wasn’t bothered by it, but 
personally, | found the thought of playing through a game of my own 
life way too weird to consider. 


The game was set to Japanese, so | couldn’t understand exactly 
what the characters were saying, but | recognized the scene; the 
airship gave it away. As expected, the on-screen Zero stopped and 
staggered, feigning confusion; and poor, gullible, still-probably-an- 
evil-bitch Four ran past her bodyguard to embrace her dazed sister. | 
didn’t need the dialogue to follow the fact that Zero used the moment 
of unguarded affection to impale Four through the chest with her 
sword, then proceeded to mutilate the dying girl with further furious 
Slashes, spraying blood across the screen with every hit. 


Zero-the one in the room with me (oh god she was in the room with 
me)-was cackling like a madwoman the whole time. “Ahahahahaha! 
Oh my god, that never gets old! | still can’t believe she fell for that!” 
She leaned back into the couch, kicking her feet in laughter. “The 
look on her face, haha! Seeing that again is almost as good as when 
| actually did it for real! Ahh, the graphics don’t do it justice...” She 
descended into incoherent giggling, giving me the strong urge to be 
absolutely anywhere else but alone in a room with her. | started 
edging back towards the door, but alas, | was too far into the tiny 
room to escape unnoticed. 


“Haha, sorry, heh. What can | do for you?” Zero skipped to the stage 
score screen and tossed the controller onto the couch, then stood up 
and stretched, rolling her shoulders to loosen up after however long 
she’d spent gaming. When she looked at me again, it was an 


appraising one. “Down to fuck? That’s usually why people disturb 
me.” 


| opened my mouth and absolutely nothing came out. Zero held my 
gaze for a few seconds as my cheeks got redder and redder, until 
she finally cracked and doubled over, howling with mirth all over 
again, which only made me even more embarrassed and 
uncomfortable. “Sorry!” she yelled between fits of wheezing laughter. 
“Everyone around here is so blasé after a couple decades, | couldn’t 
resist winding up a prude! Your face! Hahaha!” 


She was laughing too hard to prevent me from fleeing, so flee | did. | 
was too damned disturbed to do anything else. 
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| headed straight back to my hotel room after | escaped the games 
building. | was still rattled from my encounter with Zero, so | 
chickened out of joining everyone for dinner and ordered room 
service; to my considerable lack of surprise, the dinner spread 
appeared at my door on its rolling table the moment | put down the 
phone. Like nearly everything about the Traveler’s Palace, the food 
was unrealistically good. 


It wasn’t until after I’d finished dinner and wheeled the table back into 
the hallway that | realized I’d forgotten something important when | 
was wasting time at home. Fortunately, the Warehouse had a fully 
stocked pharmacy, and when | say fully stocked, | mean fully 
stocked: I’m pretty sure | saw a box of Fallout stimpacks on one of 
the upper shelves, somewhere among hundreds of barely- 
distinguishable health potions. Of course, they also had every 
‘mundane’ drug imaginable, so | was able to grab the things | should 
have packed from home, rather than tidying up uselessly. 


Hormones, antidepressants, and sleeping pills; bottoms up! | washed 
everything down with a bottle of water taken from the minifridge, 
which was just as magically refilling as everything else in the hotel. It 
was probably a little early to go to bed, but I’d had a hell of a day, 


and my sleeping schedule was largely pharmaceutical-dependent 
anyway. Fuck insomnia. 


| did feel a little bad about skipping out on dinner, so | resolved to 
actually go down for breakfast the next day; | couldn't let myself turn 
into a shut-in now of all times. Which is why, after some more 
baseline-functioning-human pills and my morning grooming-which 
today included shaving the beard stubble | was still cursed with-| 
headed down to the Palace’s restaurant for breakfast, which was, for 
some reason, also called ‘The Palace’. And oh boy, what an 
experience it was. 


The door to the restaurant led to a waiting area that would probably 
be useful in whatever iterations of the hotel actually existed as 
functioning businesses, but was only decorative here. Speaking of 
decoration, the area was just as lavish as the rest of the hotel; the 
floor was made of beautifully carved marble tiles, the walls dark, 
paneled wood, and the furniture equally beautiful wood and fine 
plush cushions. All together, it looked like the kind of place where 
even the busboys wore suits worth more than my entire wardrobe, 
and | felt extremely underdressed in a random graphic tee and jeans. 
| was actually somewhat thankful there were no wait-staff, human or 
otherwise; | would have felt judged even if they were tuxedo-clad 
roombas. 


The waiting area I'd entered was a small square room with benches 
along the left and far walls. To the right was a heavy wooden desk, 
where the greeter or whatever they were called would sit when not 
showing people to their tables; behind it, the floor opened up into a 
large, long room running off and away to the left of the desk. The 
entire wall parallel to the door was currently occupied by a buffet, 
while the rest of the area was filled with tables full of people eating, 
talking, and laughing. For some reason, the windows on the long 
wall facing the entrance were showing a city street that was nearly 
completely obscured by a blizzard, recognizable mostly by the 
stubborn glow of street lamps behind the curtain of snow. 


| wasn’t sure how long | stood in the doorway, waffling on whether or 
not to enter, but eventually hunger won out. Sometimes, when you’re 
really anxious, the best thing you can do is pretend you're not and 
hope your body gets the message, so | walked into the restaurant 
with confidence | absolutely did not feel. No one seemed to notice, 
not that | needed anyone to: it was a breakfast buffet with a ‘seat 
yourself’ sign facing the entrance, and the food was obviously free. 


The first thing | thought was, there are so many people. On second 
thought, though, it wasn't the size of the crowd that was bothering 
me; the dining halls at college had been much busier than this. It 
was the question of who these people were that had me so 
intimidated. They were heroes, sidekicks, maybe even villains, and | 
was... me. Unimpressive. Scrawny. Ugly. Freakish. No! | was fine, 
fine, and I'd soon not have to deal with this stupid body any longer. 
Wish fulfillment, natch. 


| headed over to the food and piled a plate with crepes, bacon, fruit, 
and pastries, then started wandering through the tables looking for 
somewhere to sit. | wasn’t eager to sit down and introduce myself to 
a group, but | couldn't find any tables that weren't already partially 
occupied. It was with great relief that | spied someone | recognized, 
and | beelined towards Max with the particular desperation of an 
introvert in a crowd of strangers, slipping into the free seat at his 
table of four with a mumbled “Hope-you-don’t-mind-if-sit-here- 
thanks.” 


“Morning, Cass,” Max said, seeming happy with my intrusion. He 
was wearing a tacky Hawaiian shirt today, for some reason. “Oh, 
introductions!” He waved an arm at the other two people at the table. 
“Guys, this is Cassandra Rolins, the new girl.” 


“Bob,” the man next to me said around a mouthful of food. He was a 
white guy, slightly older than me with brown hair and a linebacker’s 
build, and was wearing an even more tacky Hawaiian shirt. | nodded 
politely to him, then did a double-take at the person sitting across 
from him. 


On the one hand, of course not everyone here would be human. On 
the other hand, | was actually sitting down for breakfast with an alien. 
Computer graphics and sci-fi television had not prepared me to 
actually meet a member of another species, and | tried very hard not 
to stare... and probably failed. 


He was a turian-a lizard/avian-like species from Mass Effect who 
were covered in dark gray plates, with a pair of expressive mandible- 
like flaps near the mouth and crest a running backwards along the 
top of the head. At least, that was what males looked like; | didn’t 
know if females looked the same or simply weren't in the game I’d 
played. As for his identity, | had a pretty good guess who he was, 
which was confirmed when he introduced himself. “Garrus.” Holy 
shit, it’s Garrus fucking Vakarian. If meeting Akemi hadn't already 
blown my mind, that would have done it. 


“Nice to meet you,” | said, giving in the urge to look at him more 
closely in the name of eye contact. There was something weird 
about him even beyond the fact that he was an actual alien, and it 
took me a moment to realize that I'd never seen a turian shown 
wearing anything but body armor. The fact that he was also wearing 
a Hawaiian shirt only made it weirder. 


“We were just talking about places we’d want to visit,” Max said, 
once I’d shaken their hands and gotten a chance to start on my own 
food. “Management doesn’t give us a lot of warning, or any real 
choice in the matter, but | think we all have our wishlists.” 

“And sometimes we get what we want,” Garrus said. 

“Maybe you do!” Bob grumbled. “Last jump was boring as hell.” 
“Yeah, blame Max for that one. At least | got an action figure.” 


“Of himself,” Max strage-whispered to me. “He collects them.” 


“One from every universe they sell them in,” Bob added. “How the 
hell this bird-brain ended up with an ego larger than mine is a 


mystery for the ages.” 
“It’s just a hobby,” Garrus said defensively. 
“Where would you want to go, then?” | asked Bob 


He didn’t have to think about that one at all. “I want to visit Roshar 
someday.” 


“God, that would be amazing,” | agreed. “I love that series.” 


“He doesn’t care. He just wants to loot some shards,” Garrus said, 
pointing his fork across the table accusingly. 


“We've already got plenty of power armor,” Max said. 


“It’s different when it’s designed for knights,” Bob argued. “Can you 
imagine the kind of hell | could raise in a suit of shardplate? Not to 
mention the chasmfiend hunts! Where else could | have that kind of 
fun?” 


“No blade?” Max asked. 


Both Garrus and Bob shook their heads. “Nah, shard-hammer’s 
more the ol’ meat-head’s style,” Garrus said. 


“You want to stay two klicks away looking down that rifle of yours, 
that’s fine. The real warriors will get the job done without you!” 


| looked at Bob, feeling a hunch starting to form. No way. Is that-? 


My musing was interrupted by the start of a food fight at an adjacent 
table. Bob suffered an errant glob of yogurt to the back of the head 
and immediately retaliated with an entire fried egg, standing up to 
join the fray. Garrus just sighed and grabbed his plate to-go, 
stopping to snag a few more items off the buffet table on his way out. 


“Does this happen often?” | asked Max, who shrugged, completely 
unconcerned with the chaos that was rapidly spreading through the 


room. The occasional stray piece of food that headed our way simply 
splattered on the surface of an invisible shield, allowing us to 
continue our meals in peace, if not quiet. 


“This is tame. We’re immortal and easily bored; serious 
roughhousing can end in dismemberment.” At the look on my face, 
Max immediately reassured me, “Don’t worry. No one is going to 
start anything you aren’t comfortable with. Rivalries are a two-way 
street. Take Garrus and Bob, for example; those two bicker the way 
only old friends can.” 


“And the rest?” | asked, waving my hand at the battle which now 
included the entire restaurant. 


“Letting off steam after a decade in a low-power, low-combat setting. 
It’s harmless fun.” 


| shoved more food in my mouth as an excuse to take time to think. 
“Where did they meet?” | asked, fishing for more clues to Bob’s 
identity. 


Max saw straight through my ruse. “You can just ask, you know.” He 
smirked at my sheepish grin. “Or not, and make a game of figuring it 
out yourself. Up to you.” 


“All right, then.” | leaned forward. “If | can ‘just ask’: what franchise 
am | from?” 


He laughed. “Usually takes a couple Jumps before people ask that. 
Here, take a look at your ‘show of origin’.” He pulled a DVD case out 
of thin air and offered it to me. | took it gingerly, not sure | really 
wanted to know what | was about to learn, but curiosity got the better 
of me. 


| looked. 


And looked. 


And looked. 

Stared, really. 

The DVD | was holding was an anime. 
A giant robot anime. 


“Are you serious?” | turned the case over in my hands to read the 
blurb on the back. The Year is 2057, and one robot is all that stands 
between Freedom and Tyranny- “Is this a joke?” | still didn’t have a 
feel for Max’s sense of humor, and though he’d been straight with 
me during the recruitment pitch, | had a feeling | was going to get 
hazed eventually. The solution to Brexit is the UK re-annexing their 
American colonies? The US splits on whether to rejoin, then fights a 
civil war with giant robots? Who wrote this? 


“Nope,” he said happily. “It’s an American-made ‘anime-style’ show 
hoping to ride the coattails of At-La. More or less ‘the American 
Revolutionary War with giant robots’. Set in Arizona, for some 
reason-probably where the studio was based. It was... okay? 
Managed to last eight seasons, somehow.” 


“My world was ‘okay’. Awesome. Great to hear.” | flipped the case 
back over to look at the cast, who were posing dramatically in the 
shadow of the starring robot. “Do | actually appear anywhere on 
here?” 


Max laughed again and reached over the table to tap one of the 
characters standing near the back of the line-up-a middle-aged-but- 
still-generically-attractive anime blonde who appeared to be wearing 
a lab coat over a rather full sports bra. “Are you serious?” | repeated, 
grabbing the last pastry off my plate with my free hand. “She looks 
like someone decided Ritsuko ought to have been played by an 
older Darkness.” 


“You called?” the crusader in question asked, popping up behind 
Max with remarkable timing and making me choke on my food. 


Darkness was absolutely covered in fruit juice, jam, syrup, and other 
sticky substances; bits of hash browns and other foods were caught 
in her hair, which | only Knew was blond under the mess because I'd 
seen her ‘show of origin’. She’d clearly been enjoying the 
‘entertainment’. 


Max grabbed the DVD case and passed it to her. “Cass thinks her 
future self looks like someone decided to cast your mother as 
Ritsuko,” he said. 


She stared at the cover for a few seconds, thinking. “Yeah, | can see 
it,” she decided, then handed the case back to Max, who returned it 
to me. “Any idea where Maeve is hiding?” 


“None at all!” he chirped. Darkness huffed and stalked off towards 
the entrance, allowing Max and | to resume our conversation. “It’s 
funny you said that,” he continued. “That’s pretty much her role: she 
keeps the mech running, provides exposition, and produces a lot of 
low-brow humor while our plucky young protagonist actually gets in 
the damn robot.” 


“Low-brow humor? Really?” 
“You like puns,” Max said with a smirk. “A lot.” 


Of course that would be what people remembered me for. | wanted 
to argue that other people set up puns and | just point them out, but | 
didn’t think Max would care about the distinction. “It was a robot, 
right?” | asked instead. “I mean, a mechanical robot?” 


“Yes, it was, don’t worry. The show wasn't... terribly imaginative. 
Entertaining all the same, though.” 


“Puns,” | mumbled as | turned the DVD case over again, noticing 
with distaste that Darkness had left syrup where she'd touched it. | 
wet my napkin and did my best to clean the sticky fingerprints off the 
plastic while | thought. Despite the conversation with Akemi the 
previous day, there was a certain morbid curiosity tempting me to 


actually watch the thing. It seemed so far away from anything real 
that | wasn’t sure I’d have any real attachment to the events. On the 
other hand, | wasn’t sure | wanted to know what utterly crazy 
sequence of events would lead to me gaining the skills to build a 
giant combat mech, much less actually do it. 


Max continued to describe her-me-once | was done grumbling. “She 
also gives a lot of speeches about thoughts and feelings and how 
people think about the world. She analyzes others and works 
through their thoughts and biases to get them to improve as people, 
bringing antagonists around to the side of good after your nephew is 
done turning their robot into scrap. But mostly people remember the 
puns.” 


“Wonderful,” | said with as much sarcasm as | could fit into a single 
word. “I mean, | guess ‘support staff slash tactical assault therapist 
with a terrible sense of humor’ isn’t the worst character to play ona 
show, but you don’t make it sound great.” 


“Hey, there is a reason | sought you out!” Max said. “Maybe I'll show 
you the Jump Document someday. You’ve got perks named after 
you.” 


“Maybe,” | hedged. The morbid curiosity had died out; | was pretty 
sure | never wanted to learn anything about my canonical future ever 
again. 


| offered the somewhat-cleaned DVD case back to Max, and he 
popped it back into whatever pocket dimension he’d drawn it out 
from. Then | got up and went back for a second helping, moving 
quickly to avoid becoming a target in the war that was only now 
winding down. As | walked, | saw similar islands of calm in the sea of 
chaos, and wondered if the shield that had protected Max and | was 
his doing, as I'd assumed, or some property of the restaurant itself. 
Regardless, the battle was ending and the spilled food was rapidly 
fading away through whatever magic kept the Palace tidy; by the 
time | got back to the table, the only sign that the fight had taken 
place was the mess still stuck to the participants. 


“She actually has a perk for that,” Max said as | sat back down. 
“What?” Who? 

“Popping up when people mention her.” 

Oh. “Why?” | asked. 


“Why did she take the perk, or why does that perk exist?” Max 
asked. 


“Yes.” 
“Because it’s funny’ and ‘because it’s funny’, obviously.” 


“Obviously.” | tucked into my food, then asked, “Did she say 
‘Maeve’? Like... that Maeve? The winter Faerie?” 


“Yeah. Dresden Files’ interpretation, to be specific: the Lady of Air 
and Darkness.” Convenient for me, since that’s the version I’m 
familiar with. Scary as hell, too. “If the buildings weren’t 
soundproofed already, we'd have had to do it when they shacked 
up.” 


The comment sent me into a coughing fit as | mis-swallowed my next 
bite. “I didn’t ask and | don’t want to know.” 


“Sounds like they’re doing denial kink again,” Max continued blandly. 


| was tempted to ask how that even worked with whatever weird, 
over-the-top strawman masochism Darkness had going on in her 
head, but... “I said | didn’t want to know,” | repeated. 


“Spoilsport,” he said with a joking grin, then let me finish my 
breakfast in peace. 


The last bits of food had only just disappeared when two more 
people stopped by the table-a pair of somewhat rugged-looking men, 
one very tall, one very short. Both had more than a bit of food stuck 


to them, though neither looked like they’d been dipped the way 
Darkness had. “Doctor Rolins?” the tall one asked, tipping his fedora 
in greeting. 


Doctor? “Call me Cass, please. I’m about as close to a doctorate as | 
am to President.” 


He chuckled politely at my quip. “Apologies, kid. Name’s Joe.” Joe 
offered his hand, and | shook it. His accent was... strange, and | 
couldn't place it at all. 


“Nice to meet you, Joe.” 


“Hoss,” the shorter man said, stepping up and shaking my hand as 
well. “Glad to have you aboard.” He spoke with a Scottish accent 
faint enough that | only noticed because Joe’s weird twang had me 
looking for it. 


“Nice to meet you too. Happy to be here.” / have no freaking idea 
who these people are. 


Joe addressed Max and | as Hoss stepped back. “The rest of the 
gang’s waiting on us, but | wanted to stop by and say, ‘Wa koming 
gut.” 


“Same to you?” | guessed. That was a greeting, right? 


“Oyedeng,” Max added. The two men waved as they left, leaving me 
completely bewildered. What language even was that? Russian? 
Vietnamese? | didn’t have a clue. 


They'd barely made it out the door before Max said, “I'll be going, 
too. Don’t be afraid to ask anyone you see for help; we're a friendly 
bunch. Mostly.” 

“Mostly?” | repeated, my alarm ‘mostly’ feigned. 


Max just grinned as he stood up and headed for the door. | briefly 
considered calling after him, but was distracted by his utensils, 


napkin, and dishes vanishing into thin air. Wow. Magic was clearly 
going to take some getting used to if table service managed to 
impress me this much. 


None of my friends, games, or other ‘leisurely obligations’ were 
waiting for me back in the hotel, so | spent a while digesting my food 
and crowd-watching as more people filed out. Less of them were 
wearing food than | expected, but that could have been because 
they’d already cleaned up through magic of their own. Pretty soon, 
the room was empty except for myself and the odd person still eating 
here and there. 


What was | going to do today without my normal time-wasters? 

“| guess one does simply walk into more doors.” 

2 KS=KS=K-= 

AN: | am inordinately fond of the phrase ‘tactical assault therapist’. 


This chapter has a notable oddity in that what started as an 
exploration of the value of representation-trans representation, in this 
case, but fully generalizable to other issues-ended up successfully 
predicting an error that popped up in the very thread | originally 
posted this snippet in a few weeks afterwards. | would later remark 
to a friend that | had ‘called my shot’ in regards to ignorance of these 
things in the community. 


Last edited: May 4, 2020 


Chapter 2: Mingling 


Chapter 2: Mingling 


Having made my decision, | headed back to the town square for 
more mystery building roulette. The building to the right of the games 
center was an Olympic-scale ice-skating rink, which | left in a hurry 
when | saw who was currently using it. | had to wonder why the giant 
arena full of ice wasn't the first place Darkness went looking for her 
girlfriend, though. 


| wandered down a few doors at random before trying again. This 
building had a card-shop sort of atmosphere, with large tables for 
miniatures gaming, smaller tables for board games and roleplaying 
games, and still smaller tables for card games. Unlike the game 
room yesterday, there were about a dozen people making use of the 
space, and | spent more than an hour watching Bob and a middle- 
aged man he introduced as ‘Karl, with a K’ grind tiny plastic armies 
into each other on one of the larger tables. The entire thing was 
fascinating to watch; someone had given the hundreds of 
centimeter-high plastic pieces the full Wizarding Chess treatment, 
and they acted out the results of the dice with as much ham as they 
could wring out of their tiny, mute forms. 


The table was equally magical, manifesting miniature handicraft 
terrain that deformed in reaction to the fighting. The end of the game 
caused it to revert from a felt-and-styrofoam simulation of muddy, 
rock-strewn fields and hills to a plain plastic surface covered in a grid 
of one-inch squares, and the armies began to run back to their 
respective commanders for retrieval. Even the ‘dead’ popped back 
up without much fuss, many of them stopping to find and reattach 
tiny plastic limbs. 


As for the battle itself, it ended in classic Imperial Guard fashion. 


“What do you mean, ‘Victory’? You lost ninety percent of your army!” 
Bob argued. “Nearly an entire company died to your own basilisks! 
What kind of strategy is that?” 


“The winning kind,” Karl replied calmly as he swept the returning 
troops into a large plastic box. “If we were scoring based on how 
many troops we had left over, | wouldn’t have needed to aim danger 
close. You didn’t commit your entire force to the objective because 
you didn’t think I’d be willing to shell my own men, and you were 
wrong.” 


“| know, | watched you do it! But it only worked because it’s a game. 
Real wars don’t end the second you capture a hill or kill the enemy 
VIP.” 


“Yours did.” 


Bob jabbed his thumb into his chest. “/ walked away with a fighting-fit 
army at my back, and it was still a slog to finish the job. You-” he 
jabbed a finger at Karl, "-wiped what was left of your side out nearly 
completely just to keep me out of the objective zone. If not for the 
rules declaring you the winner, what’s left of your men would be 
utterly destroyed in a few turns.” 


“What do you think?” Karl asked me. 


| rubbed my chin in thought. “Ignoring the strict rules interpretation in 
favor of logic? Canonically, the Imperium can afford to replace 
millions of troops, and we have to assume that whatever the 
objective was, it was achieved by fulfilling the win condition, no 
matter what happens next. Imperial Victory.” 


“The rules we're playing under assume our armies are equally 
valuable,” Bob said. 


“They also state that the first one to successfully capture the 
objective wins, regardless of board state,” Karl replied. “Rules or 


world logic, | won either way. Personally, | think you’re getting a bit 
too fond of your little green men.” 


“Seems you're both getting into character,” | quipped. 


Bob laughed, packing away his troops with only slightly more care 
than his opponent. He stopped when he reached his commander, 
holding it up to his face so the overhead lights gleamed on a 
masterfully painted Eldar figure smaller than my thumb. The model 
preened under the attention. “I suppose that’s the price | pay for 
enjoying the romanticism of a civilization in its twilight years. 
Reminds me of me.” 


“Hear, hear!” Karl said. He dropped the last of his pieces into the 
plastic tub with a clatter. “You up for a game, kid?” 


“I’ve played, like, twice,” | said. 


“Relax. You can play defense, and Bob’ll give you a hand. The 
pieces take care of most of their own rules, anyway.” Karl pulled 
another plastic bin out from under the table and offered it to us; it 
seemed we would be playing Chaos. “Random barren world, 
please.” 


The table rippled, the grid changing into a gently sloping plain 
covered in a fine layer of ash-gray felt snow. Bob dumped the Chaos 
forces out of the box, and under our direction they began further 
reshaping the terrain, forming miniature modeling-foam trenches, 
erecting plastic gun emplacements, and sowing mines under the felt- 
or perhaps sewing mines, if | wanted to be clever. Karl let us fortify 
for a few minutes before he began bringing troops down not far 
outside our lines. With Bob and | working together, we managed to 
fare even worse than the previous battle. 


“You can’t do that!” Bob bellowed. “This isn’t chess! You can’t 
promote a unit in the middle of the game by running it to the other 
side of the field!” 


Karl waved a piece of notepaper at us. “She’s listed in my ORBAT as 
a Saint. | just haven't needed to use any flashy abilities until now.” 
He radiated smugness as the small glowing figure curbstomped our 
Tzeentchian Sorcerer into the dirt. “How did you think that platoon 
managed to punch through so far, so fast?” 


“Gimme that!” Bob grabbed the paper and scowled at it, then looked 
down at the hole the Saint and her squad had managed to plow 
through our defensive lines. It was an impressively ballsy gambit, 
running a squad so far forward without proper support, but it had 
worked. Headshotting the Sorcerer effectively ended the battle: all 
along the trenches, the Chaos forces were breaking as they failed 
leadership checks in response to their commander’s death. If it had 
failed, though, | had little doubt the imperial troops would be faring 
just as poorly. 


Bob had apparently come to the same conclusion. “Bullshit. Bullshit 
and the gods’ own luck! We mined that entire approach!” He pointed 
to a cluster of craters a couple feet up the table. “You were one bad 
scatter die away from mortaring your own Saint!” 


“The Emperor protects,” Karl and | chorused, which earned me a 
high-five. 


“Traitor,” Bob groused. “Right, we concede.” The table reverted 
again, and the armies disengaged and began to hike back towards 
the bins. The Saint continued to flit about like a pixie on wings of fire, 
occasionally swooping down to help reassemble some of the more 
badly mauled models. 


“| think the lesson here is that giving Karl access to any sort of 
indirect-fire support weapons is a losing proposition,” | said. “He wins 
when he’s unlucky, and wins harder when he isn’t.” 


“No,” Bob said, “the lesson is that we need to stop giving him win 
conditions he can game his way around. Or through.” 


“No,” Karl, said, “the real lesson is...” He trailed off, then snapped a 
pointer finger into my face and bellowed like a Drill Instructor: “Kid, 
maxim twenty!” 


“Uh...” | didn’t know them by number, but | could guess which one he 
meant from context. “If you're not willing to shell your own position, 
you're not willing to win’?” 


“Holy hell, she actually got that!” Karl made a show of ignoring me as 
he told Bob, “I like this kid! We’re keeping her, right?” 


“Tagon,” | said. “You’re Karl Tagon!” The ’chain must have visited 
Schlock Mercenary at some point. Their friendship was another point 
in favor of my ‘theory of Bob’, as well; they’d both been military men 
past their prime when Max had wandered by. 


“Hullnuts! | gave it away!” Karl swung his fist in mock frustration. 
“Maybe next time we should do the whole Fate thing, really screw 
with the new meat. What do you think, Rider?” 


“Why am | Rider?” Bob and | asked simultaneously. We exchanged 
glances, then glared at Karl. 


“Because it got you two to do that,” Karl said. 


The lounge was one of the few buildings | remembered from Max’s 
tour, though I’d never been inside it. It looked a lot like someone had 
taken a typical American kitchen-living room set-up and scaled it up 
to accommodate two dozen people. The furniture was arranged like 
it had been set up for a photoshoot for a catalogue: there were four 
different groups of couches, armchairs, and coffee and side tables, 
each tastefully matched in color and shape. 


It was also mostly empty; the exceptions being Max and another 
man sitting on a large, beige couch in the cluster closest to the 
entrance, talking softly and sipping from beer bottles. There were 


two couches and two armchairs forming a rectangle around the long, 
narrow oval table. Max was angled more towards the door, and so 
saw me first. “Cass! Come on in, sit down!” 


“Hi, Max.” | accepted his invitation and plopped onto thge armchair 
on the side closer to Max. “Who’s this?” | asked. 


“Name’s Arnold, but my friends call me Ace. Nice to meet you, Miss 
Rolins.” 


“Just Cass, please.” We stood up and shook hands before returning 
to our seats. 


“So, ‘Just Cass’, how're you doing on meeting the crew?” Max 
asked. 


“Well, yesterday | met Akemi Homura up in the park, then ran into, 
uh, ‘Zero-from-Drakengard’ in the games room.” | phrased the name 
as a question, since | wasn’t sure how many people calling 
themselves ‘Zero’ were running around here. 


“Just Zero is fine. There’s only one Zero here,” Max said. He 
chuckled at the phrase ‘one zero’ before asking, “l assume you 
mean the arcade, rather than the games room?” 


“Huh? Oh, yeah.” | made a note of the terminology; I’d been thinking 
of them as the ‘games room’ and ‘card shop’. 


“How did that go?” 
“She had a good laugh at my expense and | ran off.” 


Ace winced. “Don’t get me wrong, | love that woman, but she is not 
the gentlest introduction to the team.” 


“What did she say?” Max asked. 


“Uh,” | stammered, not particularly wanting to relive the experience. 
Max leaned forward expectantly, so | just blurted out: “She offered to 


sleep with me and then laughed way too hard at the face | made.” 
“That sounds like Zero, all right,” Ace said with a sigh. 


“Sounds like you need to be working harder,” Max said, elbowing 
Ace in the side. “Eh? Harder?” 


“Moving on,” | said forcefully. “Today | ran into Karl Tagon, and he 
absolutely crushed me and Bob at wargaming.” 


“He does that,” Ace said. 

“Did he introduce himself, or did you recognize him?” Max asked. 
“Gave me his first name, | figured out the last.” 

“Cool. Do you recognize him yet?” 

“Bob?” | asked. 

“Ace.” 


“Hmm.” | took a good look at Ace as he leaned forward to give mea 
better view. He had a slight British accent and the sort of over-the- 
top presence (and hair) that made me think ‘action hero’, but very 
few other clues. “I think I’m going to need a hint.” 


“No one ever recognizes me,” he told Max with the tone of a man 
long since inured to disappointment. 


“Hey now, you were quite a bit before her time. And it was a bit part 
in a comedy that was barely about you.” 


That was the hint | needed. “Arnold... Ace... Rimmer? Ace Rimmer? 
‘What a guy!’ Ace Rimmer?” ‘Bit part’ was right; he was a born-lucky 
James Bond expy whose main role was to emphasize how much his 
Primary Universe counterpart sucked. 


Ace dropped his head into his hands theatrically. “Bit part’, he says, 
and she gets it immediately,” he moaned. He popped back up 
quickly, flashing a smile to prove he wasn't actually bothered. What 
a-Goddamnit that has to be memetic or something! 


“Hey, Ace, grab us some more beers, would you?” Max asked. “Root 
beer for Cass,” he corrected before | could speak up. Ace happily 
obliged, wandering over to the kitchen area, which was to a normal 
household kitchen what that kitchen was to a studio apartment 
kitchenette. 


“Was that really in the show?” | asked Max. 


“It was a kid’s show. They wanted to put a beer in your hand without 
showing someone drinking alcohol, so: root beer. Your Trademark 
Favorite Food.” 


“Are you kidding me?” All the complicated reasons | abstained from 
alcohol-and the unrelated and relatively uncomplicated reasons | 
abstained from soda, except for one specific vice-reduced to that? 


“Nope. Heh, that reminds me: Jennifer once described the show as 
being the product of someone who'd watched Evangelion and played 
Metal Wolf Chaos while delirious with fever, and was subsequently 
unable to keep the two stories or their characters straight in their 
head. It explains a lot.” 


“| don’t want to know.” It felt like | was saying that a lot around Max. 
“Also, please never explain any significant aspect of my life as a 
result of ‘writers just using tropes’ ever again.” 


“You definitely don’t want to ask about your gender, then. Oh, have 
you met Jenn yet? That wasn’t a pun. She loves you, practically 
begged me to find you when she saw where we were headed. Not 
that | wouldn’t have anyway, | mean-oh, thanks,” he said as Ace 
handed us our drinks. 


“You're just teasing me now,” | said as | twisted the cap off my bottle. 
“And no, | haven't. Oh, this is really good.” 


“Everything here is really good,” Ace said as he sipped his own 
drink. 


“Yeah. How do you guys adjust when it’s time to jump back into 
some shithole?” 


“The same way people adjust to coming back from vacation,” Max 
said. “Grudgingly, and probably nursing a hangover.” 


“Present company excepted,” Ace noted with a nod in my direction. 
“Like you're not all immune to hangovers anyway,” | said. 


“We can be immune to alcohol,” Max explained, “but if we want to 
get drunk, we have to turn off that immunity. We've got literal magic 
cures for everything that could possibly be wrong with a person, but 
they’re hard to administer to yourself while your brain is trying to hate 
you to death, and we're a surprisingly spiteful lot when it comes to 
making our peers pay for their indulgences.” 


“Usually because we’re still holding grudges for what they did while 
drunk,” Ace added. 


“Of course, we party like crazy when we get back, too,” Max 
continued “It’s a little tamer now than it usually is, since you’re 
technically a few days late.” 


Ace nodded. “Plus, last jump was a lot gentler than most-oh, hi, 
Darkness. You find Maeve yet?” 


I'd chosen a chair facing only slightly away from the door, so | didn’t 
have to move much to see that Darkness had indeed just entered 
the lounge. “No. Have you seen her?” she asked hopefully. 


“She’s in the ice-skating rink,” | said. 


“Of course she’s in the ice-skating rink!” Darkness said, exasperated. 
“The problem is that she keeps moving it!” 


Oh, right, the buildings can move. “It was next to the games room a 
few hours ago,” | offered. 


“A few-no, that’s no good, she'll have already moved it again. Gah!” 
She threw up her hands as she turned to leave. “That woman! What 
kind of cruel, uncaring monster-” The closing door cut off her rant 
before she could get too into things, thankfully. 


| looked at my companions-Max was clearly holding in laughter, 
while Ace simply rolled his eyes at her antics-then buried my face in 
my hands. “This is going to be a thing, isn’t it?” When neither of them 
answered, | tried another question. “How does Maeve move the ice 
rink around?” 


“It’s sort of her demesne,” Max said. 
“How did that happen?” 
“Long story,” Ace said. 


“It’s not that long.” Max set his beer down as he launched into story 
mode. “I stuck her in one of the unused rooms while | dealt with her 
corruption, and by the time | was done she'd claimed it as hers and 
refused to leave.” 


“That’s something of a theme, here,” Ace said. 

“Quiet. Anyway, that’s been her space ever since. She has a lot 
more control over it than usual for the Warehouse, and she likes it 
that way.” 


“Why an ice-skating rink, though?” | would have expected something 
a lot more arctic and foreboding. 


“Why don’t you ask her?” Max suggested. 


“Don’t be mean,” Ace told him. To me, he said, “It’s been an Ice- 
skating rink ever since the Yuri on Ice Jump. She had a lot of fun 
with that one.” 


Max nodded. “She put an entire judging panel into a coma with one 
of her routines.” 


“He’s just messing with you,” Ace said. 


“One of the judges put out his eyes, knowing he’d never see 
something as beautiful as that ever again.” 


“While in a coma?” | asked doubttfully. Max pouted at my logic. “What 
did you mean, ‘something of a theme’?” | asked Ace. 


“Maeve wouldn't leave her new digs. Darkness wouldn't leave 
Maeve. Jennifer-” 


“Would have left if I'd wanted her to,” Max said. 
“Jennifer wouldn't leave your heart, you big lunk,” Ace said. 
“Who’s Jennifer?” | asked. 


“One of the kids he picked up on from some post-apocalyptic jump,” 
Ace answered me. 


“We eventually found homes for most of them in more peaceful 
jumps-” Max said. 


“But he’d already more or less adopted her before the jump even 
ended,” Ace finished. 


Max sighed and stared into his beer bottle. “Man, that jump was 
fucked,” he mumbled, knocking back the rest of the bottle in one 
swing. 


“That bad?” | asked. 


“It started with the apocalypse and got steadily weirder and more 
nightmarish from there.” 


“Are we talking End of Evangelion nightmarish, or a more Junji Ito 
sort of thing?” 


“Yes.” 
“Oh.” 


“Yeah. It was... unpleasant.” Max chucked his empty bottle over his 
shoulder, hitting a wastebasket twenty feet away without effort. “Your 
turn for drinks, Cass.” 


“Sure.” | walked over to the fridge I’d seen Ace use and grabbed 
another couple of beers, as well as a soda for myself. 


“You know we don't just visit anime, right?” Ace asked once I'd 
returned with the bottles. 


“| know. It’s just what’s on my mind after Max ripped the curtain off 

the madhouse that is my life. Would have been my life? Whatever.” 
We opened our drinks. “Say, if the show takes place in the 2050's, 

why were there in 2019?” 


“Badly written jump document.” 
“Really?” 


“It specified the latest year we could insert, but not the earliest,” Ace 
said. 


“Management put their foot down and ruled that we couldn’t insert 
before the date the show started airing, So we ended up in 2009,” 
Max continued. 


“SO 2009 was where my world started to diverge from sensible 
history?” | took a moment to consider that. “God, that explains way 
too much about the last decade.” 


That led into the topic of what, exactly, Max’s presence in my 
timeline had changed. | listened more than | spoke as Ace and Max 
talked about their time in my world and how it compared to some of 
the other divergent timelines they'd visited. From context, it seemed 
all their work behind the scenes hadn’t changed much in the short 
term. They’d gone after the key players in the upcoming conflicts, but 
discrediting them, exposing their crimes, or otherwise sabotaging 
their rise to prominence hadn’t suddenly fixed any of the other 
current, very real problems in the world. 


“It's easy to look at individuals and think ‘this person deserves my 
help’ or ‘that person doesn’t care about the suffering they are going 
to cause’, but when it comes to the bigger picture it’s hard to judge 
where we fall on the scale of duty-to-help versus cultural 
imperialism,” Max admitted. “It may be hypocritical of me, but | felt a 
lot less comfortable rolling over and forcefully reforming what is 
effectively the world | was raised in than | would a world that’s more 
foreign or alien.” 


That comment led to a discussion of politics, free will, and the few 
times he had steamrolled a society that was simply too backwards, 
toxic, or otherwise damaged to stomach letting it stand. Learning that 
he’d culturally dismantled the Batarians in Mass Effect didn’t bother 
me, but the fact that he’d done more or less the same to the Krogan 
did; that dissonance sparked another spirited conversation about 
morality, values systems, biases, and the justifications for and 
consequences of declaring a culture ‘abhorrent’. Midway through 
that diversion we broke for lunch, by which | mean Max grabbed a 
bunch of prepackaged sandwiches out of another fridge. Despite 
looking like convenience store food, they were almost as good as the 
Palace’s restaurant. 


==-XSSKS=X--= 


Eventually, the conversation wound down until it was just the three of 
us sitting quietly and sipping our drinks in companionable silence. 
“So, Cass,” Max said. “Aren’t you going to ask?” 


“About what?” 

“Your gender.” 

“You mean the thing you told me not to ask about earlier?” 
“Yup.” 

“Max...” Ace said warningly. 

Max waved him off. “Aren’t you curious?” 

“Max...” Ace said, louder. 

“Fine,” | said, “since you’re so eager to tell me, what about it?” 
“Continuity error in promotional materials.” 


| very slowly placed my bottle on the coffee table. “What do you 
mean, ‘continuity error’?” | asked carefully. 


Ace cut in. “It’s not just a ‘continuity error’, there were plenty of hints 
in the show-” 


“Which they only added once the internet picked up on it,” Max 
interrupted. 


“There’s no way for you to prove it wasn’t intended-” 


“They couldn’t show alcohol, you think they really ‘decided’ to slip in 
a trans character when they were planning the show? Anyway,” Max 
said as he refocused on me, “the actual error was that one of the 
promotional images showed your nephew looking at a picture of you 
and his mom as kids, and it clearly showed a girl and a boy. Maybe 
they initially planned to have you be his dad’s sister instead of his 
mom’s? Anyway, since his mom had clearly had a kid, that implied-” 


“| get it!” | snapped. Max shut up. 


I'd decided it didn’t matter whether or not | was part of a story and 
dismissed the idea that the show existing changed the ‘realness’ of 
my experiences. | hadn’t thought through the consequences, though, 
just like when I'd been surprised to meet Akemi; | hadn't stopped to 
consider that my life, my choices and traumas, were written, created 
deliberately by someone for entertainment. And worse was the idea 
that this, something that had been dragging me down my entire life 
from the recesses of my mind, was all from some mistake? 
Something thrown in for the hell of it? It burned. 


Ace tried to help, I'll give him that much. “Look, Cassandra, it doesn’t 
matter how things came to be ‘written’-” 


“Stop. Just... stop talking.” | stood up stiffly, pretending | wasn’t a 
hair’s breadth away from bursting into tears from the confusing mess 
of emotions | was feeling. “I just... I’m going for a walk.” And | left. 
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| ended up going back to the hill overlooking the town. The cherry 
blossoms had almost completely fallen overnight, giving me a nice 
pink carpet to sulk on. Akemi had been right: it was a nice place to 
be alone. 


It may sound strange to some people, but I’ve always had trouble 
getting angry. Not in the sense that | had an ‘anger problem’ but in 
the sense that | didn’t get angry, even when it would be appropriate. | 
knew why: anger was scary. How many times had | seen anger be 
presented as the ‘evil’ emotion, the path to the Dark Side? How 
many times had | been terrified by my parents’ anger, even when it 
wasn't directed at me? Too many times, for such an impressionable 
kid. So I’d learned not to feel anger, because it was ‘bad’, because | 
was scared of it. What | felt towards Max was more along the lines of 
resentment; a cold, uncomfortable bitterness. 


Speaking of Max... “Cass?” he called as he climbed the hill. 


| didn’t respond for a while, wondering if he’d go away, but when | 
heard his footsteps getting closer | gave up on avoiding the 
conversation. “Yeah, I’m here,” | said without turning around. 


The footsteps stopped. “Hey,” he said. 
“Hey,” | said back. 


“| wanted to apologize for what | said earlier. It was cruel of me to do 
that. So, well,” he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. Sincerely.” 


| sighed and gave him a shrug. “I’ll get over it.” 


“Good, good.” He stayed quiet for a bit, allowing me to almost 
pretend he wasn’t still standing behind me. “So, | talked to Akemi, 
and she mentioned your conversation, and | wanted to point out that 
we have the full medical center upgrade. It’s advertised as being 
capable of doing ‘any medical procedure necessary’, so, you know, if 
you want...” 


“| get the hint,” | interrupted before he could spell it out in 
unnecessary detail, “but | also really do not want to have this 
conversation with you right now, okay?” 


“Okay, yeah, | get it. Sorry.” 
“I'll get over it,” | repeated. 


“Right. I'll just... let you be.” | tracked his departure as best | could by 
his footsteps until they faded completely. 


| wasn't sure if the breath | let out was a laugh or a sob. That was his 
peace offering? Really? What the fuck? | leaned back and lay down 
completely, wiping more emotional tears from my eyes and staring at 
the sky through the mostly-bare branches. What was he thinking? 
Probably that he could just ‘fix’ the problem and everything would be 
better. And... maybe it would help. I'd been quick to dismiss it, 
because these kinds of problems aren’t something that you can just 


fix, but it might make me a little less... sensitive? A little more 
comfortable? And if | wasn’t ready to do it today, well, it wasn’t like it 
was a limited time offer. 


On the other hand... when the next jump started, I'd be someone 
else. | wouldn't have to deal with the question at all. And | was self- 
aware enough to recognize that if there was one thing I’d mastered 
to the point of pathology, it was ignoring problems until they went 
away. It was what I’d come up here to do originally, sitting alone until 
the wound was no longer raw and the resentment faded on its own. 


The ‘alone’ part of the plan wasn’t going so well, since Max had only 
been gone for a minute or so before | had another visitor. “Ms. 
Rolins?” Akemi called. 

“Cassandra’ is fine,” | answered, still lying on my back. Like | had 
with Max, | tracked her through her footsteps until she stopped a 
couple yards away. Unlike with Max, | had enough courtesy to turn 


my head to face her rather than talking to the air, though not more 
than that. “Am | in your spot again?” 


“No. | came up here to talk to you.” 

“Should | get up?” 

“No. This is fine.” 

| hummed. “What did you want to talk about?” 

“| told Max | thought you’d be up here. | hope you don’t mind.” 


“It’s fine,” | said, and Akemi smiled-by which | mean her lips twitched 
ever so slightly upward. “What?” 


“| was remembering our previous conversation. | passed Max on the 


way up; you actually told her you'd ‘get over it’. 


| smiled too. “I did.” 


“She took that to mean you’d accepted her apology.” 
“Did you correct him?” 
“No.” 


| chuckled. Laughing was nice; | felt a little lighter, a little less bitter. 
Something bugged me about the conversation, though, and when | 
replayed it in my head, | noticed the problem. | had no idea how Max 
felt about... their identity. Something to ask later, for sure. “Did you 
just come up here to make sure | wouldn’t be upset that you pointed 
Max at me, or was there something else?” 


“There was something else. | thought of something that might cheer 
you up.” 


It couldn’t be worse than Max’s idea, so | stood up and brushed the 
cherry blossoms off as best | could. “All right. Where to?” 
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Akemi pushed the door open to what | could only describe as an 
indoor waterpark. The space inside was several times larger than the 
building’s exterior, but I'd seen that enough times in the twenty-four 
hours I'd been here that it didn’t even phase me anymore. | followed 
Akemi as she walked over to the side of the nearest pool and 
cupped her hands around her mouth to yell, “Jennifer!” 


| immediately second-guessed my decision to follow her here. 


“Coming!” The shout was badly distorted, since it was coming froma 
long, meandering waterslide pipe, but it was still identifiably young 
and female. Moments later, a slip of a girl shot out into the pool, 
making a splash that had me backpedaling. | needn’t have bothered: 
the water stopped at the edge of the pool like it had hit a glass pane, 
sliding down back into the pool without splashing a drop on Akemi. 


“Hi Homura! Who’s that?” The girl | assumed was Jennifer swam 
over to the side of the pool. | was surprised by just how young she 
looked; physically, she couldn’t have been much older than twelve. 
She looked me over in turn, confusion suddenly replaced by 
excitement. “Is that-!2” She grabbed onto the edge of the pool and 
vaulted straight into a standing position, grabbing my hand and 
shaking it eagerly. “Oh my god, Dr. Rolins! Oh my god! You're 
actually here! This is so cool!” Jennifer released my hand to dance 
around in excitement. “Oh, this is so cool. You were my favorite 
character! But...” she trailed off and stopped bouncing. “Oh, this is 
weird! | mean, it’s good weird! But still, it’s weird!” 


“Why is-?” 


“You're so young!” she yelled. It was a very strange thing to hear 
from someone in the body of a tweenager, especially one who acted 
the part. “It’s like, like... like meeting teenage Dumbledore! You're all 
young and awkward instead of old and wise and stuff! Heck, you’re 
younger than me! | never really thought about that!” 


| mouthed How old? to Akemi while Jennifer resumed jumping 
around, but didn’t get a response. 


“But that’s cool too! | don’t act my age anyway! We can have so 
much fun! Oh, oops!” She stopped, and extended a hand in front of 
her; without any visible effort, all the water still on her flowed up to 
her palm. Even the water she’d left on my hand from her greeting or 
inadvertently sprinkled about in her excitement joined the sphere in 
her hand, which she then threw back into the pool. “There! All dry!” 
she announced, looking to me like, well, like a child showing off a 
new skill. 


“That's a cool trick,” | said. It was also a somewhat uncomfortable 
reminder that pretty much everyone | met here was superhuman to 
some degree or another, but | pushed that aside and focused on the 
wonder | felt at seeing such a casual use of magic. | hoped that 
feeling would never go away. 


“I’m a waterbender!” she said. “And | know you don't like to get wet!” 
Jennifer paused. “Or did whatever caused that not happen yet? Oh 
no, should | not have said that?” She drew her arms to her chest and 
shrank into herself like she expected to be scolded. 


| just laughed and patted her on her swim-capped head. “It’s nota 
phobia or anything, | just don’t like feeling soggy and cold.” 


“Ahhhhh,” Jennifer said, nodding earnestly. She took off the 
swimming cap to reveal a head of shoulder-length wavy brown hair, 
which she somehow styled perfectly with a single brush from her 
hand. “Yeah, I’m not sure | would like swimming much either if | 
couldn’t cheat! Hmm, what should we do if you don’t like swimming? 
Do you like board games, or arcade games? Or we could go to the 
skating rink, but Maeve’s scary. What do you want to do?” 


“Let’s start with the arcade? | already visited the board games room 
today.” 


“Okay! Oh, hold on, | need to get changed!” | expected her to run off 
to a changing room, but instead a cloud of smoke appeared around 
her from nowhere; when it cleared a second later, she was already 
wearing a blouse and floral skirt. “Ready!” Jennifer yelled as she ran 
over to the exit, only to stop and look back at me impatiently. | held 
up a finger in the universal ‘just a moment’ signal, then turned to 
Akemi. 


“This wasn't what | was expecting,” | said, “but it was certainly 
distracting. Thanks, Akemi-uh... san?” Stupid. | should have just 
gone with ‘Ms. Akemi’; | wasn’t enough of a weeb to be mucking 
around with honorifics. 


She took any faux pas | may have made in stride. “You may call me 
‘Homura’ if you wish, Cassandra.” 


“In that case: thank you, Homura.” | waved goodbye as | followed 
Jennifer out of the waterpark. 
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AN: It’s very tempting to troll companions with your metaknowledge. 
It is also often mean. 


The vague “tell instead of show” bit in the Lounge scene is largely 
due to the fact that including any... specifics about present/future 
events and Max’s actions surrounding them would open up a big can 
of politics. I’m not here to start fights, and | will stand by that claim no 
matter how much evidence you find to the contrary. 


Also, +1 to everyone who spots the shout-out in the first scene. 
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Days passed like minutes as | fell into a pattern. After breakfast, | 
spent the mornings working my way through the various arcade and 
board games the Warehouse had in stock, usually with Jennifer as 
my guide. We even braved the ice rink once, though that mostly 
served to show me that ice skating was not as close to rollerblading 
as I'd assumed. | had barely gotten onto the ice before | fell and 
nearly broke my wrist; we left pretty quickly after that. 


The afternoons were my ‘training montage’, as Max called it. Mostly, 
it consisted of an unwelcome amount of cardio and general strength 
training, which | resented both because | was in bad enough shape 
that even the tame routine | was put through left me feeling like I'd 
been run over by a truck, and because, as Max admitted when | 
asked him about it, it wouldn't carry over to any of my other bodies. If 
it wasn't already obvious, | wasn’t planning to use this one much. 


Getting stronger did help with my ‘martial arts’ training-which was 
more about how to not break my wrist every time something knocked 
me over rather than actually fighting anyone-with ‘David’, who | was 
pretty sure wasn’t Eidolon but otherwise couldn’t place. He also gave 
me acrash course in gun safety and handling, which wasn’t enough 
to make me a good shot but did mean | wouldn’t be a hazard to 
myself or others if | did find myself holding a loaded gun. Well, 
unless | wanted to be, because gun. 


Speaking of martial arts, | more or less confirmed my theory on 
Bob’s identity when | walked into the sparring area of the gym a few 
minutes early and saw the last few moments of a fight in which he 
flattened Zero and Darkness two-on-one with nothing but a heavy 
warhammer and shield. Ol’ Bobby B didn’t need shardplate to raise 
hell, although Darkness being Darkness she may well have been 


more of a handicap to Zero than a teammate. For all | knew, she had 
actually been on Bob’s team and blundered into friendly fire. 


As for Max, | didn’t take him up on his offer, but | did ‘get over it’ as 
I'd said. He’d thought I’d find it as amusing as he did, and honestly, if 
| had a little more distance from my problems, | might have. There 
was something darkly funny about such a huge part of someone’s 
life coming from such a small thing; it was mostly the fact that it 
happened to me that kept me from appreciating the humor. | did 
forgive him in the end, though. | can honestly say that there is only 
one person I’ve ever borne a real, lasting grudge against, and Max’s 
insensitively offensive teasing didn’t hold a candle to that. 


| also remembered to ask him about his pronouns when we ran into 
each other in the games room, and it is with that insight that | 
specifically say ‘ask him about his pronouns’. “Honestly, | stopped 
thinking about it a long time ago,” he said. “Most people just use 
whatever they used for the person they first knew me as. Habits like 
that are hard to break.” 


“| am well aware of that,” | said. 

“Sorry.” 

“No, | mean, you're right, it’s hard to change. I’ve been on both sides 
of that. It's not something you have to apologize for.” | paused. “So, 
he/him?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Great.” And so it was settled. 

Time flies when you’re having fun. What seemed like only a day or 
two but was actually a week and a half after | arrived, we were called 


to assemble in the conference room to speak to Management. 


sce XS=SKS=XK ess 


The room in question was on the second floor of the Traveler’s 
Palace. It was, as the name suggested, a conference room: a space 
dedicated to a single table that had way more chairs surrounding it 
than its size should have allowed. “It’s a 1080 degree circle,” 
Jennifer told me without prompting as we approached it and took our 
seats. Indeed, everything looked normal if | simply looked in at any 
given seat, but trying to pan my head smoothly from one side of the 
table to the other was mildly nauseating, and | quickly stopped trying. 


The table itself was empty except for a single, mundane-looking 
conference speaker-phone at the very center. Once everyone had 
taken their seats-of which there were exactly the right number, of 
course-the speaker crackled to life. 


“Well, | hope you had fun on your ‘vacation’,” it said. The voice 
wasn’t clearly identifiable as either male or female, and there was 
something about it that was subtly off compared to normal speech, 
like hearing in a different font. The intonation came through loud and 
clear all the same, though, and many of the people around the table 
shifted uncomfortably at the rebuke. 


“In any case, I’m sure you're eager to learn where you’re going next. 
Good news! Since you had so much fun mucking about in twenty- 
first century Earth, | figured | would give you another round.” A digital 
tablet appeared in front of every seat. There was no clatter of settling 
objects, no pop of displaced air; from one instant to the next, they 
were simply there. | picked mine up and read the header. 


“Generic Highschool Harem Jump!?” |, and probably around half the 
table, yelled in consternation. Scrolling down-to see just how badly 
this was going to go-showed that the document simply ended after 
the barest boilerplate description of the cliches involved. 


“Where’s the rest of it?” Max asked. 
“Given that you’ve demonstrated the impressive ability to go off the 


rails even in the complete absence of rails, I’ve decided that I'll be 
handling this one for you. Here’s how this is going to work: this jump 


will be for a single year, rather than ten. You will be randomly 
shuffled about into a number of overlapping romantically-entangled 
clusterfucks. You will have no out-of-jump powers-” 


“Woah, hold on-” Max interrupted. 


“Don’t worry, | will guarantee that there will be no ‘accidents’ that 
could imperil your ’chain. You will a// be staying alive; no ‘leaving 
early to avoid the rush’,” the voice continued. “Your memories of the 
Jumpchain and each other will also be partially suppressed for the 
duration of the jump, though not completely; it won't be interesting if 
you’re not yourselves, after all.” 


“Like you’re not going to be messing with our heads anyway?” 
someone asked sarcastically. 


“| won’t need to. Your natures will take care of that; you'll be high 
school students, obviously. Seniors, to be specific.” 


“I’m staying out of this one,” Joe or Hoss-! couldn’t remember which 
of them was the tall one-said, to a chorus of agreement. 


“You will be importing, all of you; this is mandatory.” 


There was quite a bit of protest at the announcement. “That’s not 
fair!” Zero yelled. “Plenty of us didn’t even import last Jump!” 


“| was freeloading in the Warehouse all decade’ is not a convincing 
argument for leniency.” 


“What about Cass?” Jennifer asked, and | winced. As much as | 
appreciated her going to bat for me, | really did not want to be 
singled out right now. “She hadn't even joined yet!” 


“She’s part of the team, and that means taking hits with the rest of 
you. She benefited quite a bit from your shenanigans, as well.” 


“It’s not like Max did it for her sake,” a woman somewhere to my left 
said bitterly. “He just goes and has his fun without any thought as to 


who he runs over in the process. Her being here at all was an 
afterthought.” 


“She’s part of the team now, but you’re angry at the rest of us for 
something we did ten years ago!” Jennifer said. “It’s not fair to punish 
her for something we did a decade before she met us!” 


“Fine. Ms. Rolins, and only Ms. Rolins, is excused. Ms. Rolins? | 
advise you to use your time on one of the side jumps. It will be a very 
lonely year, otherwise.” My tablet display changed to a web browser 
displaying what looked almost exactly like a Google Drive folder, 
except it was labeled ‘Jump Drive’ instead. | raised an eyebrow at 
the formatting. /s this a deliberate nod to my familiarity with 
Jumpchains, or a reflection of the nature of this ‘reality’ as just 
another fan work? Or maybe Management is just having a laugh at 
my expense. “The rest of you will be participating, regardless of how 
involved you may or may not have been with the previous jump. You 
have the rest of the month to get ready, although since there are no 
decisions to be made, | suggest you simply get it over with.” 


“Just a minute,” Max said. “Can you be more specific than 
‘overlapping romantically-entangled clusterfucks’?” 


“Yes,” the voice said, and hung up. No one said anything for a few 
seconds. | took the time to try and judge the mood of the room; Zero 
seemed to find the whole thing hilarious, unsurprisingly, but most of 
the faces | could see were scowling at their unhelpful tablets. 


Jennifer leaned over to me and whispered, “I think we made 
Management mad.” 
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Ace caught me on his way out of the building. “Don’t pay too much 
attention to Kara,” he said. “She’s never really forgiven Max for how 
he handled her jump.” 


“She was the one complaining about him just ‘running over’ people?” 


“Yeah.” He nodded. “She wasn't trying to be mean to you, so don’t 
let it bother you, okay?” 


“It didn’t.” 


“Good.” He clapped me on the shoulder and turned away before | 
called out to him. 


“Hey, Ace? Who is Kara?” She'd looked familiar, and with that 
name... 


“Hmm?” Ace turned back to me. “Kara Thrace, from-” 
“Battlestar Galactica?” | interrupted. “Starbuck? That Kara Thrace?” 
“Yeah. Are you a fan?” Ace asked with a grin. 


“Well, uh, yeah. | kinda... named my cat after her. What?” | added, 
when Jennifer giggled from beside me. 


“| think this is what | looked like when | met you,” she said. 
“Hush, you.” To Ace, | said, “Maybe don’t pass that on?” 
“No promises!” he said with a grin, and headed off. 


| turned back to my tablet while | walked through the lobby to the 
lounge. Everyone else had left theirs on the table, since they had 
exactly zero choice in the punishment Management had chosen for 
them, but | had taken mine with me, and | scrolled through the 
various documents as | wandered over to one of the couches and 
sunk into it with a sigh. It was mostly ‘generic’ jumps on offer, which 
meant there wasn’t much to immediately catch my eye. Opening a 
few up and skimming them didn’t help; I’d never really paid attention 
to the fact that jump documents were dense. Going through them 
like this was a bit like trying to read a tabletop rulebook cover to 
cover. 


My eyes had glazed over by the time Max stopped by to check on 
me. “Any idea what you’re going to do?” he asked. 


“None. Reading through the jumps like this isn’t helping, either.” 


“Then may | make a suggestion?” he asked, holding a hand out for 
the tablet. | handed it over, and he made a few inputs before handing 
it back to me. 


| looked at the document he’d called up. “Generic Fantasy RPG?” 
“Yeah.” 


To be honest, it looked pretty good. The perks were certainly 
attractive, and living a video-game-style adventure sounded 
awesome. The ‘Start Building’ button replaced the document with a 
page of radio buttons and drop-down menus; | tapped ‘Gender’ and 
chuckled at the options: ‘Stay Female: Free’ and ‘Switch to Male: 
Free’. Odd place for validation, but I'll take it. 


| scooted over on the couch to make room and looked up at Max. 
“You gonna sit down and help me plan this thing out?” 


Max sat, and | held the tablet between us so we could both see the 
screen. 
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| had read Jumpchains before finding myself on one, and I'd almost 
always skimmed over the character building. Most of my grumbling 
about Jumpchains being mostly fan wankery came from the 
repeated experience of seeing a Jump update where more time is 
spent min-maxing than actually describing the events in the universe 
the fic is visiting. | understood the exercise was part of the 
Jumpchain format, but it seemed like an excessive amount of 
‘crunch’-to borrow a tabletop term-for what was, in my eyes, a 
fundamentally creative exercise. 


Actually taking the time to do it myself gave me some perspective. 
Working through the document, weighing the pros and cons of 
origins and classes, optimizing for the maximum amount of discounts 
while still getting what you want-it’s a classic character optimization 
puzzle, and that’s fun in its own right. Of course, my experience here 
was a little different, but the general principle still applied. 


I'd skimmed over the build documents because | figured they existed 
for the writer, rather than the reader, but I’d just been the wrong kind 
of reader. I'd missed the point: it wasn’t Supposed to be fanfiction in 
the narrative sense. It was a thought experiment, a logic puzzle. It 
was called a Choose Your Own Adventure, after all. The build was 
the choices, and what I’d dismissed as often bland and boring 
narratives were really more akin to debriefings or after-actions 
reports for that adventure. Jumpchain was a game more than it was 
a writing prompt. 


In hindsight, reading build documents would likely have been more 
interesting if I'd read the jump documents as well, so | would know 
all the options the Jumper was giving up for the selections they 
made. Without knowing the opportunity costs, the build documents 
just read like a list of powers ordered off a menu, with a bit of 
discussion around the selections. And speaking of opportunity 
costs... 


“You know what sort of class you want to be?” Max asked. 


“Well, my first instinct is ‘get the magic’,” | admitted, “but I’m second- 
guessing myself there. Maybe | should be focusing on skills first, and 
not abilities. Especially given that it’s incredibly vague on the magic 
system I'll be using. Getting stuck with a fixed RPG spell list and 
having to yell the spell’s name every time | use it would be a 
letdown.” 


“You're thinking along the right lines,” Max said. “Getting magic is 
always tempting, probably doubly so since it’s your first opportunity, 
but there are a lot more things that can prevent you from using 


magic than physical skills like sword fighting or martial arts. It’s also 
way less effective in non-magical settings.” 


| filed the bit about non-magical settings away for later. “So skills are 
a better foundation. And if | understand how these things work, 
getting ‘Basic Fitness’ here will apply to every body, unless 
something specifically negates previous purchases.” 


“You'll have to slot it, though.” 
“Slot it?” | repeated. 


“Yeah. Here.” Max poked at the tablet a bit, then frowned. “It’s not 
showing up... oh, this is your first jump, so you don’t have anything 
to slot anyway. Here, look.” He reached over and pulled his own 
tablet out of thin air, then clicked through to another menu. “We get 
five hundred points at the start of each jump to buy ‘perk slots’ that 
can hold perks from previous jumps. You can also take drawbacks 
for ‘jump points’ instead of ‘choice points’ at half their value, if you 
need more slots.” 


“That's a hell of a lot more limiting than the Jumpchains I’m familiar 
with.” | reached over to his tablet to scroll through the list. “Although 
maybe not? You've got more than twenty thousand points worth of 
slots there.” 


“I’ve been at this a while.” 
“No kidding. So are they locked in there for good, or...” 
“Switched out at the start of every jump.” 


“| see. Well, | guess I’ve also got to be thinking about what I’m going 
to be able to slot in next jump.” | handed his tablet back and looked 
back at the Generic RPG document. “If | just load up on expensive 
perks, | won't actually be able to use them.” 


“Yeah. You might be better off taking a bunch of cheaper perks for 
versatility rather than going for straight power. Keep in mind that 
skills are always retained, though, as long as they’re not 
Superhuman, or super-whatever-you-are-that-jump.” 


“Really? That just makes the skills versus ability debate swing even 
harder towards skills.” 


“Not necessarily,” Max warned me. “Some skills won't work as well 
without the reflexes, intuition, or whatnot a lot of perks provide- 
maybe not at all. Sounds like you already have some ideas about 
what you want, though...” 


“I’m thinking martial arts. | can’t be disarmed if my weapons are my 
fists, and in future jumps | won’t have to worry about carrying a 
sword through a modern city.” 


“Makes sense to me. Let’s load up on drawbacks first.” 
| raised an eyebrow. “Load up?” 


“Yeah. There’s no limit on drawbacks in this one, so you can really 
bulk up on perks and slots. Worse comes to worst you get dumped 
back here early and come visit us as a nice, sane, non-imported 
person who can actually escape all the inevitable contrived bullshit 
we'll be living with for a year.” 


“You mean if | die?” | asked nervously. 


“Or otherwise hit some sort of loss condition, yeah.” He shrugged. 
“You're a companion, you’re guaranteed to respawn after every jump 
and can’t permanently fail.” 


“But do | keep everything | purchased even if | die?” 


Max opened his mouth to confirm, then stopped. “Actually, I’m not 
sure. | don’t think it's come up before. Abusing side-jumps like this 


usually comes with a safety net, but there won't be anyone around in 
the Warehouse to bail you out.” 


“That's kind of an important thing to know before | go into this,” | 
said. The tablet dinged with a text message, and | opened it witha 
swipe and read aloud, “‘As long as | don’t think you’re deliberately 
gaming the fact that you'll respawn, I'll let you keep your goodies.’ 
Signed, Management.” 


Max chuckled. “I guess that’s an answer.” 


“A vague one that depends entirely on the goodwill of the 
unknowably powerful extra-dimensional entity you managed to 
royally piss off.” 


“When you Say it like that, it sounds like my fault.” 


“Isn't it?” | asked. Max had the good grace to look embarrassed. 
“Let’s go into this assuming | need to survive and see what we can 
get.” 


“Fair enough. Oh, | should mention, you’re not going to be able to 
remember which drawbacks you take, though you'll have a general 
idea of what was available.” 


“What? You mean my memory will be erased?” 
“Suppressed. You'll get it back afterward.” 
“That doesn’t make me feel much better.” 


Max looked up from the tablet, giving me his full attention. “Cass, | 
understand it’s a bit weird, but you’re going to have to get used to 
the idea that memory and identity are... pliable? Things can be 
added and removed. Hell, most of us gain an entirely new life every 
time we enter a new world.” 


“| think it’s going to take a while for me to get used to the idea that 
I’m not write-protected.” 


“You'll adjust,” he said confidently. “Now let’s see about those 
drawbacks.” 


The tablet dinged with another message. 
“What's it say?” Max asked. 


“It's a new drawback. ‘Deuteragonist’. Exclusive with all other 
drawbacks, I'll be a recruitable party member rather than the hero, 
and no matter how much | try, | won't be able to prevent myself from 
being drawn into the plot. In fact, the more | try to resist, the more 
the universe will conspire against me to force me back onto the 
rails.” 


“How much is that worth?” 


| checked. “Uh, two hundred CP, one hundred CP, and one free 
item.” 


“It says two different CP values?” 
“Yeah.” | pointed to the message. “What’s up with that?” 


“Even Management sometimes makes errors with what they send 
us,” Max said. The tablet pinged again. 


“You may take one or both payments as Jump Points,” | read aloud. 


“Ah, that makes sense. Usually you can’t split that up. Which item 
did it give?” 


“It just said ‘one free item’.” 


“That's suspiciously generous. Does it apply to Divine Weapon? 
Because that’s another six hundred CP for free, if it does.” 


“| don’t know. It doesn’t say | can’t.” We both waited for the tablet to 
ding a correction. It didn't. 


“| think that’s a ‘yes’,” Max said. He frowned. “Trap?” 


“It’s obviously a trap. But...” | leaned back, drumming my fingers on 
the arm of the couch. “It’s hard to argue with what’s almost a 
thousand extra CP. | Know it’s a trap, the fact that | can’t find the 
catch means it’s probably even worse than | think, but | still think I’m 
going to do it.” 


“| think it’s pretty easy to find the catch. You might get saddled witha 
hero who’s completely intolerable.” 


“Ugh. Good point. Maybe it’d be better to just use the ‘normal’ 
drawbacks.” | looked at Deuteragonist again. “Actually, it technically 
doesn’t say | have to join the hero, just that | ‘will be recruitable’ and 
won't be able to ‘avoid the plot’. If | really can’t stand him, | should be 
able to shadow the party and play the enigmatic ally who never 
actually joins the team but still contributes to saving the world. And if 
he’s so bad that the world would be better off without him, I'll Knock 
him down a pit and deal with the plot myself.” 


“Weren’t you just telling me off for pulling one over on 
Management?” 


“No, | was telling you off for getting punished. If Management isn't 
happy with my interpretation, they’re free to correct me.” The tablet 
did not ding. 


Max rolled his eyes. “Fine, take the drawback. Wait, if it’s exclusive 
with other drawbacks, does that mean you can’t be forced to take 
‘Absurdly Dangerous High Fantasy Death World’?” 

Ding. “Let’s see... hah. ‘Nice try. No.” 

He laughed. “It was worth a shot. Now, for your actual perks...” 
And so we got down into the gritty, crunchy details. | may not have 


been interested in jump builds before, but doing my own build would 
have been a lot of fun even if | wasn’t going to get the chance to 


actually do it. It wasn’t easy by any stretch, though. It took a while, 
but with Max’s help, | was able to make a build | was happy with. 


We checked our work, Max said goodbye, and | was left with the odd 
thought that if I’d been reading my own adventure, I’d probably have 
skimmed over the last few hours to get to the ‘story’. 


| originally planned to take both sets of Drawback CP as Jump 
Points, but ended up taking the full value as CP once I'd started 
spending. It would have been different if we got the JP at the end of 
the jump, but receiving 500 up front meant I'd already have 1000 to 
spend to prepare for the next jump even if | didn’t take Drawbacks 
then. | also had 200 more CP from... somewhere. Max just 
mentioned it being ‘default’ and moved on. 


For class | went with a Multiclass Martial Scout. Multiclassing to 
Martial was solely to abuse the Martial Training perk; multiclassing 
cost the same amount as buying the perk off-class, and getting it as 
a freebie meant | got 3 specializations instead of one. | took one- 
handed blades (swords and daggers, basically), throwing knives, 
and unarmed. It also gave me the Basic Weaboo Scrolls for free, 
which was handy, even if the name felt like a dig. 


Scout had most of the stuff | really wanted. Evasion and Grace 
appealed to me a lot more than just being able to soak hits, and at 
100 and 200 were perfectly priced for dealing with the Perk Slots. It 
also gave me Tools of the Trade for free, which was written like a 
perk but apparently counted as an item, or perhaps a bunch of items 
in potentia. And of course the freebie perk, Scout Training, was 
pretty good too. | took wilderness survival, tracking, and stealth as 
my specializations there. 


From there, it was on to the Origin perks. | took Mysterious 
Foreigner, and then bought out the whole tree. A Wanderer’s Heart 
didn’t seem that useful, but it was free, so in it went. A Sage’s 
Memories would doubtlessly be useful in the future; memory perks 


for immortals were a must, right? A Childish Dream sounded 
underwhelming on paper but the idea of being immune to despair 
made me pick it up anyway. And the Capstone, A Jumper’s 
Wisdom, was pretty much a perfect first-jump pickup for protecting 
the fragility of value, and | considered it essential. | would almost 
certainly be getting a 400 point slot as soon as possible. 


| was tempted to spend my last 200 points on Fortune’s Favored, but 
| decided | needed Strong Heart instead. The ability to keep a cool 
head in a crisis was not something I'd been given naturally. That left 
me with a spare 100 points, so | grabbed Noble Visage out ofa 
combination of vanity and lack of other things to buy. 


From there | moved on to items. | started with the Journal and Map 
for 100, and the Portable Campsite for 200. | got the 
aforementioned Scrolls and Tools for free, as well as the Memento 
from the Mysterious Foreigner background, which | applied to my 
watch; it had been a gift, and was probably the item with the most 
sentimental value out of everything | owned. The Airship was 
extremely tempting, but since | was going to be railroaded anyway, it 
didn’t seem that important; Max assured me he already had several | 
could borrow if | needed one later. | was also tempted to grab the 
Haversack of Holding, but | ended up blowing the last 200 on 
Keepsake and Heirloom, the freebies from the other origins, just to 
make my watch that much more magical. | wasn’t particularly fussed 
about getting the most possible power, especially given | wasn’t 
going into a high-stakes situation. The rest of the things | got were 
free: some basic supplies common to adventurers and a decent 
amount of cash, which | was sure I'd be able to go through in a hurry 
if | wasn’t careful. 


Lastly, | checked off the Divine Weapon for my wildcard freebie, and 
felt a definite sense of foreboding when the form accepted that 
without complaint. 


=. XS=KS==X--- 


After a bunch of discussion | wasn’t involved in, the group decided 
they’d wait only another day before biting the bullet and Jumping into 
what had come to be known as the ‘Punishment Detail’. | waved 
goodbye as the entire population of the Warehouse vanished 
between seconds, then turned to my tablet and its large, glowing 
‘INSERT’ button. My finger hovered over the button, wavering. 


“Hey, Management?” | spoke to the empty square as | lifted the 
tablet. “Could you, uh, make this a book?” The weight in my hand 
changed, and | was left holding a small, sturdy hardcover book 
without a sleeve. | opened it and grinned when | saw the linking 
image, putting my palm to the page without hesitation. It even made 
the sound- 


WhoOoO000om (vwish vwish vwish)... 
-and then | was in. 


| found myself a simple dirt wood, a forest at my back and town 
barely visible on the horizon to my front. A single step forward 
brought me to a halt as | realized my balance was very different. 


| was a girl. 
| was a girl! 


The excitement sent a full-body shiver coursing through me. “This is 
actually happening,” | said out loud, then shivered again at the fact 
that | sounded different, too! No more stupid speech impediment or 
deep male voice! Calm down, Cass! | scolded myself. Random 
encounters are a thing! 


With that in mind, | quickly checked myself over for my purchases. 
My armor was... well, hopefully genre conventions meant it would 
protect me properly despite the alarming lack of material over some 
vital areas. The journal and map appeared and disappeared with a 
thought, while the campsite diorama was in the courier-style canvas 
bag slung over my shoulder with the rest of my supplies. My watch 


was physically unchanged and, as best | could judge, already set to 
local time. The last item was something Max had loaned me from the 
‘armory’, for lack of a better word: the Portable Mini-Fridge, a 
keychain-dongle sized fridge that could expand to walk-in size and 
deliver any food | could have gotten in the Warehouse. | didn’t see 
my Divine Weapon, though, which was weird. 


-X=X- 


Something hit the ground in front of me, and | sank down to my 
knees and averted my eyes from the sheer, terrifying glory of the 
angel who was literally radiating anger in beams of searing light. 
Before | could start groveling properly or totally lose my mind, her 
eyes flashed, and a dissociating calm settled over me. 


“Who are you?” the angel demanded. 

“Cassandra Rolins,” | said. 

“Where did you come from?” 

“The Warehouse.” 

“Where is that?” 

“Outside.” 

“IDIOT GIRL!” | didn’t react as she set me on fire, then quickly 
extinguished the flames and undid the damage to my clothes and 
person. “Do you have any idea who | am?” 


“No.” 


“No!?” That surprised her. “You appear out of nowhere, with no 
idea of who | am... you’re not from this world. When you said 
‘outside’, you meant outside the world itself!” She paused. “Why 
are you here?” 


“To help the hero.” 


Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?” 
“| get stronger. | gain skills, strength, soeed. Experience.” 


“You came here to /evel grind,” she repeated in mingled disbelief 
and exasperation. “Why did you come here? If you can travel 
between worlds, why did you come to mine?” 


“| didn’t choose the world. | set out to join a hero on a quest so that | 
could become stronger, and | was sent here.” 


“And you have no idea where you are?” 
“lam ona road between a forest and a village.” 


“Hmm.” The angel began to pace circles around me. As my eyes 
remained forward, | only saw her when she wandered through my 
field of view during her circuits. “If you’re lying... no, if you could 
resist me, you would not have submitted to me in the first place. 
And if you’re telling the truth...” she trailed off, remaining silent 
until she finished another circle and came to a stop in front of me. “I 
suppose | should think of you as a gift. It seems there is 
another deity somewhere who looks fondly upon my world, as 
well they should.” She smirked at her own compliment. 


“You seem strong enough, but you’ll need a weapon. Let’s 
see...” The angel waved one hand, and a lightning bolt struck her 
palm, leaving behind a pair of thick, golden bangles that she tossed 
to me. | caught them without blinking. “There, now you’re properly 
equipped.” She waited expectant for a moment, then snapped, 
“Thank me, you ungrateful cow!” 


“Thank you,” | said. 
“You’re welcome,” she said sweetly. “Having a pretty girl like you 


around could have benefits even if you’re a paper tiger; maybe 
you'll keep his eyes from wandering to the inhumans. Just 


make sure you don’t make any actual moves on Luka, are we 
clear?” 


“Yeas.” 


“Good. Once | leave, forget everything about meeting me.” Her 
eyes flashed again, and she shot into the sky. 


-X=X- 


Oh, there they are. | slipped the bangles onto my arms, where they 
shrank down to fit snugly against my wrists, and shivered once more 
as | felt the power of the blessed items settle over me. With a spring 
in my step, | set out towards the town. 


AN: As much as | wanted to be really clever and hide all that text in 
the closing section, | couldn't think of a way that wouldn't annoy 
someone, so it's just marked off with indents and some mini-scene- 
break-bars. | was tempted to spoiler-tag it, but | don’t think it really 
‘works’ stylistically. As for what it actually says: "I" have no idea what 
"I'm" in for. 


I'd probably run screaming for the hills if | did. My SI character is the 
butt of a lot of the jokes in this story, particularly early on. The next 
chapter starts after the end of that Jump for what may be obvious 
reasons. 
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Chapter 4: Intermission 


“l-” | announced, popping the cap off my root beer, “-am going to do 
my damnedest to pretend that the entirety of the last jump never 
happened.” 


Dozens of voices shouted affirmations as bottles, glasses, and mugs 
were raised in toast. We were gathered in the Palace’s restaurant, 
which had manifested an open bar along the length of one wall for 
the occasion. Despite it being part of the restaurant, and thus subject 
to the standard magic automation of the hotel, Ace and Max were 
tending bar while the rest of us did our best to repress our memories 
of the last year. | guess it was for the human element. 


“Was yours really that bad?” Garrus asked. He was back in turian 
form; | was still using the body I’d gained from my first jump. | had 
some complaints about it, but less so now that | had some proper 
clothes. “Yo, barkeep!” He called as he waved his empty glass at 
Max. 


“Management set me up,” | grumbled. 

“What do you mean?” Max asked. He pulled a glass out from 
beneath the counter and poured Garrus another beer from the tap, 
sliding it across the bar with the flourish. 


“That damn drawback. | didn’t jump into a ‘generic’ JRPG at all.” 


“Well, we knew it was a trap, right?” Max asked. He glanced down 
the bar and sighed. “I'll get the rest of the story later, duty calls.” 


“What was a trap?” Garrus asked. 


| sighed. “Max pointed me at the Generic RPG jump, and while we 
were discussing how to get the most out of it, | got offered a new 
drawback called ‘Deuteragonist’ that was worth way more CP than it 
should have been for the relatively low cost of not being the starring 
character.” 


“That doesn’t seem so bad. Being a party member has a lot of 
perks!” 


“| know, right? Even if we have to save the world, not having to be in 
charge is a load off your shoulders. But it was worth nine hundred 
CP: three hundred flat and an item worth six!” 


“Nine hundred?” His mandibles twitched. “Anything over six is 
usually ‘do not take under any circumstances’ levels of bad. What 
did you get hit with for nine?” 


“| ended up in a goddamn fetish-porn game!” 


“Ahahahaha, seriously?” Zero asked, cutting in on my other side to 
lean on the counter. She had an unlabeled liquor bottle in one hand 
and was well on her way to being drunk, if she wasn't there already. 
“H-game, eh? | guess that explains your...” she set her bottle down 
and made groping motions towards her chest while | did my best to 
ignore her. “Wait, wait...” she leaned forward, way into my personal 
space like she was trying to smell me, then burst into laughter again. 
“You... you spent ten years in a universe that /iterally runs on porn 
logic,” she choked out, “and you’re still a virgin?” 


“Zero, be nice,” Ace scolded her, grabbing her bottle away as he 
passed. 


Zero pouted after him before turning her attention back to me. 
“Whatever. That’s fucking hilarious! How the fuck does that even 
happen?” 


“First off, it was only a year, like your jump, and | wasn’t even there 
the whole time. Management threw me a bone and let me go when 


the plot finished.” Zero started cracking up again when | said ‘bone’, 
and | sat and regretted my choice of words while she got her 
breathing under control. “As | was saying: | ran out the remainder of 
the year in a proper, non-adult-only setting. 


“Secondly, | was lucky enough that things never got past ‘lewd’. 
Maybe Management was merciful enough to drop me in a censored 
release, or maybe it was Yander-vine intervention. | dunno.” 


“Yan-divine-hold on, hold on, | Know this one!” Zero’s face scrunched 
up as she wracked her brain. 


“| thought you got to customize the world with the generic jumps,” 
Garrus said. “How’d you end up in a porn game by accident?” 


“It wasn’t an ‘accident’,” | grumbled. “Management did it deliberately, 
I’m sure of it. If the drawback didn’t do it directly, then it gave them 
enough authority over the plot and setting to do it that way.” 


“The drawback was a trap, and Management are master baiters!” 
Zero crowed. 


| leaned forward to rest my forehead against the counter. “Zero, no.” 


She cackled at my dismay. “Oh, I’ve got it!” She snapped her fingers, 
ending the gesture with a finger-gun pointing right at me. “Monster 
Girl Quest!” 


| sat up just so she could see me roll my eyes. “Why am | not 
surprised you would be able to recognize an H-game from only one 
barely-relevant comment?” 


“The better question is, how did you recognize it?” she asked, 
wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. “You must know what it is if you 
know if | guessed right!” 


“| didn’t recognize it immediately.” Zero locked eyes with me and 
raised an eyebrow. “It... shows up in fanfic,” | mumbled. Zero starting 


laughing at me again, and | sighed and rested my forehead in one 
hand, massaging my temples with my forefinger and thumb. 


“So,” she asked, “how did you do?” 


“| remained alive and mostly unmolested, which is about all | could 
ask.” 


It was Zero’s turn to roll her eyes. “No, | mean, did you manage to 
get all the way to the end?” 


“| assume so. | don’t Know the entire plot-I read a single non-explicit 
MGQ fic-” | ignored Zero’s mumble of ‘prude’, “-a couple months 
ago, and all | had to go on was what | could remember from that. | 
mostly just cheated by following what the SI had done, but it stopped 
before the halfway point, so | had to wing it from there. Bribing Alice 
with Warehouse food was probably a bit unfair, but | needed every 
advantage | could get.” 


“Well, | suppose that’s one way to make up for inexperience!” 

| groaned. “How are you so sure I’m a virgin, anyway?” 

“It's a secret.” 

“White court vampire in Dresden Files,” Ace said as he replaced my 
empty bottle of soda with a new one. Zero took the opportunity to 


reach over the counter and grab him in a grip that was somewhere 
between an embrace and a headlock. 


“| said it was a secret,” Zero said. 


“It’s not a secret if she’s the only person here who doesn’t know,” 
Ace protested as he struggled to free himself. 


“| don’t care. Now gimme my alcohol back.” 


“| think you’ve had enough, dear.” 


“| can still see straight. Give me my alcohol back.” 
| turned back to Garrus. “So, how was your year?” 


“It was... fine. Annoying and undignified, but nowhere near as bad 
as everyone’s acting.” He shrugged and took another sip from his 
beer. 


“Anything interesting happen?” 
“Let me think... oh, Darkness got hit by a bus.” 


“By accident?” | asked. Normal people don't have to clarify this kind 
of thing. 


“Yep! She was chasing Maeve through traffic.” 
“Yeah, that sounds like her. What happened?” 


“The entire jump was slapstick physics, so she ended up swaddled 
in bandages but was otherwise fine.” He smiled wistfully. “Maeve 
freaked out, though; it was actually kind of sweet, in a terrifying way.” 


| nodded and sipped at my drink. “Any other good stories?” 


“Let’s see... Max tried to make a move on Maeve once, and she 
dumped her iced drink down his pants in front of the whole school. 
That was pretty funny.” Garrus took another drink, then continued, 
“Stories... hmm. I’m not sure who the protagonist was supposed to 
be, in genre terms. Max was closer to the rich-boy romantic-rival 
archetype; he was set to inherit a multi-billion-dollar hotel chain, 
because of course he would, with Jenn as his incredibly bratty eight 
year old sister. 


“Who else do you know? Zero was tsundere as hell, with twin-tails to 
match. Homura was the mysterious transfer student slash aloof dark- 
haired girl, because everyone has to be typecast as much as 
possible... which is why Hoss and company were the school 
delinquents, | guess. All the extracurriculars were typecast, too: Erin 


was a volleyball star, Maeve ran the literature club, and Bob, Ace, 
and | were football jocks. | was the kicker.” He chuckled. “Sometimes 
| wonder if there’s anything in Management's dossier on me besides 


‘sniper’. 
“What was Karl doing?” | asked. 
“Uh... chess club, | think.” 
“Figures.” 


“Yeah, you got the idea. Anyway, Ace was the star receiver, and Bob 
the star linebacker-” 


“I’m losing track,” | said. “Was this highschool running on American 
highschool tropes or Japanese highschool tropes?” 


Garrus shrugged. “Whichever would be the most amusing at the 
time? It wasn’t really defined where any of this was taking place.” 


“That sounds kind of weird.” 


“None of us noticed while we were there. It was like how in dreams, 
you don't notice things that would be really weird while awake.” 


| hummed noncommittally. “There was a lot of drama, though?” 


“Inevitably. Everyone had the hots for everyone else. There were a 
few exceptions: Maeve and Darkness had this weird yandere 
requited-unrequited love-from-afar thing going on for the whole thing. 
Ace and Zero hooked up early, but they’ve always had an open 
relationship, so it’s not like that decreased the sexual tension any. 
Zero was a cheerleader, of course.” He rolled his eyes. 


“Sounds like pure cliches.” 


“Cliches, angst, and bad communication. | don’t think | could 
stomach a single episode of the clusterfuck we just participated in.” 


He took a long drink. “Still, if it wasn’t for all the teenage hormones, it 
would’ve been a nice vacation.” 


“That doesn’t sound too bad,” | said. 


“It was...” Garrus trailed off, swirling the dregs of his beer around 
while he thought. “Demeaning,” he finished. “It wasn’t that bad, all 
things considered, but | think Management's made their point.” 


“You really think they learned anything from this?” 


He looked at me, then looked past me to where Ace and Zero were 
fighting for control of a liquor bottle while Bob struggled to pull them 
apart. 


“Not a damn thing,” he said. 
---X==X==X--- 


Eventually things started wrapping up, as people walked, staggered, 
or were carried out of the bar. Max and | retired to the lounge, which 
was somehow attached to the Palace through its non-existent 
kitchen despite the two buildings being on opposite sides of the 
square. We were joined by Ace, Zero, Homura, and Garrus, and the 
more talkative jumpers began taking turns dragging the entire story 
of my time in MGQ out of me. 


“... SO it turned out that Divine Weapons are ‘Super Effective’ against 
the beings that empowered them... and their servants, too. And 
since my weapons were backed by jump points, Ilias couldn’t break 
them or use them against me, even though she was convinced she’d 
been the one to give them to me.” 


“So the Divine Weapon option wasn’t a trap,” Max said. 
“Sounds like it was the ‘out’, instead,” Garrus agreed. 


| snorted. “They still caused a lot of problems early on. Alice nearly 
killed me over them the second she saw me.” 


“How’d you stop her?” Zero asked. “Even a divine weapon wouldn’t 
have done much for you without the levels to back it up.” 


“Luka bought enough time arguing that | was able to deploy an entire 
breakfast buffet from the port-a-fridge. She forgave me once | 
explained that the item would stop working if she killed me.” 


“Forgave,” Max repeated, making quote marks with his fingers. 


“Clever,” Zero said. “Il guess you'd realized where you were by that 
point?” 


“That was it, actually-| mean, Alice was what let me figure out what 
was up.” 


“But in the end, the bangles were worth it?” Ace asked. 


“Absolutely-well, ‘worth it’ is a funny term, since | got them for free, 
but | definitely used the hell out of them. Alice taught me how to use 
them to apply the same sealing effect Angel Halo has, and | wouldn’t 
have made it through the final section without ‘em. They even 
granted me some resistance to all the hypnotic mind-control bullshit 
the more powerful characters could pull off-not complete immunity, 
but enough that | could fight through it, or at least hold myself still 
until someone pulled my ass out of the fire.” 


“So how did it end?” Zero asked. “I assume you managed to save 
the world.” 


“Yeah, we did. | was supposed to show up to Luka’s wedding, but | 
bailed.” 


“Ooooooh?” she asked. “Who was he getting married to?” 


“Alice, all four Heavenly Knights, a few extras... and me, if Alice had 
her way. I’d said no, but apparently she had a plan to trick me into it 
once we were in the chapel. Tamano warned me off; she was 
extremely eager to take my place, thank god.” 


Zero scowled fiercely. “And you let her?” she demanded. “Sleeping 
with someone under false pretenses, such as by disguising yourself 
as someone else, is a form of rape!” 


“Are you fucking serious Zero!” 


Her facade shattered at my outburst, and she started howling with 
laughter again. 


Max hummed. “Say, Cass, can | check something?” 
“What?” 


“| want to take a peek into your head. Normally | have all my privacy- 
invading powers on strict lockdown in the Warehouse, but now that 
you’ve mentioned it I'd like to check you over, make sure nothing 
snuck past the D-W or otherwise stuck to you.” 


| grimaced. “Isn’t all that shit supposed to end when the jump does?” 


“Supposed to, yes. We’ve had, let’s call them ‘edge cases’ before. 
Things that aren’t technically ‘ongoing effects’, like altered memories 
staying altered.” He waved a hand reassuringly. “Nothing I’ve caught 
in the past would have caused problems, but I’m still curious. I’d only 
be looking for changes to your mind or memories, not the memories 
themselves, but | understand if you don’t want me to.” 


On the one hand, mental powers were freaky. On the other... “If 
you’re just looking for tampering without digging through my actual 
memories, | guess | can live with that.” 


“Great, hold on.” He fixed his eyes on me, and after a moment in 
which nothing happened other than a gradually growing discomfort 
at being stared at- 


-ILIAS- 


“-Gah!” | yelled and recoiled as a bunch of memories | hadn’t had 
before slammed back into my head. 


Several of the others made similar sounds of surprise at my outburst. 
“I’m sorry!” Max said frantically. “I was just trying to figure out what 
that was, | didn’t mean to-” 


“I’m fine, I’m fine! Just wasn’t expecting that!” | shook myself, letting 
the pain and fear | suddenly remembered work itself out as | 
breathed. “Holy shit. | almost got squished the second | inserted!” 


“What happened?” Zero asked, clearly eager to learn another 
fascinating tidbit about my adventures in rape-fetish-land. 


“lias noticed me appear out of nowhere and dropped down right on 
top of me. She set me on fire when she thought | was being 
intentionally difficult because she’d hypnotized me into giving short, 
unhelpfully concise answers!” 


“| can see why she’d want to remove your memory of that,” Zero said 
with a laugh. 


“| think... | think | was literally saved by my lack of meta-knowledge. 
If ’'d Known where | was and who she was when she was picking my 
brain, she’d have utterly destroyed me.” | rubbed my arms and 
suddenly remembered the bangles | was still wearing. “Shit. She did 
give these to me!” 


“| thought you said those were jump-bought,” Garrus said. 


“They were, which was why she couldn’t depower them or bind me 
with them when Luka and | refused to follow her little plan. But when 
| first arrived | couldn't find them, and then they were suddenly in my 
hands-because Ilias gave them to me and then ordered me to forget 
meeting her!” 


Zero guffawed. 


“I’ve never heard of a lack of meta-knowledge being an advantage 
before,” Ace said. 


“That’s because we don’t jump in blindly,” Max replied. 
“Yeah,” | snarked. “What kind of idiot would do that?” 
“That’s not what | meant-” 

“| know, I’m just ribbing you. | was deliberately set up.” 
“You got pranked,” Zero told me. 

“Pranks are supposed to be funny,” | said. 

“Well I’m laughing.” 

“To both parties,” | added. 


“Don’t worry,” Ace said. “You'll look back on this and laugh, 
someday.” 


Max reached over and patted me on the arm. “Buck up,” he said. 
“You didn’t hide in the Warehouse all year. That’s something.” 


“Only because | took a perk that would make me eager for 
adventure, since | am clearly a complete idiot.” 


“No you didn’t,” Max said. “‘Wanderer’s Heart’ sounds like it would 
do that, but the perk you’re thinking of is ‘Call to Adventure’.” 


“You sure?” 

“One hundred percent.” 

| stared at him. “... shit.” 

“You were still half right,” Homura deadpanned. 


2X SSX SSX ==> 


| spent this inter-jump vacation much like I'd spent the last one, with 
two major exceptions. 


First, now that | actually had some level of skill in combat beyond 
‘falling down without further hurting myself’-which | had almost 
mastered in the two weeks I’d had David throwing me to mat ona 
daily basis-I was able to actually spar against some of the other 
companions. Zero, Max, Bob, and David quickly proved that they 
were still a couple hundred levels too high for me to even scratch; 
they literally couldn’t hold back enough to give me a convincing fight. 
They could /et me win, but even the slightest bit of actual effort 
meant that | hit nothing and ate dirt. 


From there, | went through a few other potential training partners 
looking for someone who could hold back enough to give me a good 
match. Garrus could, but he was a little too competitive to ever let 
me win, which drove me nuts. Ace could, but he and Zero had been 
welded at the hip since the end of the harem jump and rarely 
separated. Darkness had likewise disappeared with Maeve, so | 
didn’t even get a chance to ask her. Neither Jennifer nor | felt 
comfortable hitting the other, although for very different reasons. 
Homura turned out to be my best sparring partner; despite having 
more raw power than most of the people already mentioned, she 
was not specialized for hand-to-hand combat at all. Without 
augmenting herself with magic or other powers, she was ‘only’ a few 
ranks ahead of me in skill. 


| still lost nine out of ten matches. 


The second major difference was that, now that I'd satisfied Max’s 
fitness requirements, he agreed to start teaching me magic, although 
he almost immediately fobbed me off on Jennifer. Apparently all 
companions were automatically assumed to have the necessary 
‘potential’ for Potterverse magic, and that meant | would be able to 
learn magic without any jump purchases. Of course, it wasn’t fast or 
easy. The Warehouse only had the wands they’d brought with them 
from the jump, none of which were a great match for me, and 
according to Jennifer it was a lot harder for adults to learn than 


children. It took me a full week just to make Lumos do anything at all, 
but the feeling | got when | finally managed a sputter of light from the 
tip of the wand defies description. | was years, maybe centuries from 
proficiency, but what did that matter? | had all the time in the world. 


There were also numerous smaller differences. Being magically fit let 
me keep up better with people in the more physical games, including 
the Jumpchain’s very own LARP group. Jenn had to talk me into 
going, since I'd literally just gotten back from not one but two 
different RPG ‘adventures’, but | was glad | did; it turned out to be 
less ‘Role Playing’ in the game sense and more ‘Full Contact 
Improvisational Theater’. It was way more laid back than sparring, 
and improv was a skill that was bound to be useful in the future. 
Incidentally, that was what made me realize that one of the perks I’d 
picked up had nearly cured my social anxiety, which was... what was 
the meme? ‘A surprise, to be sure, but a welcome one.’ 


| also had one notably unpleasant adventure, although that didn’t 
happen until after we’d learned our next destination. 


Once more, we assembled in the conference room. This time, | 
found myself sitting in a group of empty seats between Homura and 
Garrus. Jennifer was nowhere in sight, nor were Darkness, Maeve, 
or several other people | knew by name; there were more than two 
dozen empty chairs at the table when the speaker crackled to life. 


“| hope you all enjoyed your extra-special extended vacation!” 
Management said chipperly. “In the event that you decided to take 
further liberties with good faith interpretations of my Documents, | will 
be sure to reward you appropriately!” There was no annoyance or 
frustration in their voice; only schadenfreude. 


“Where is everyone else?” | whispered to Homura. 


“Attendance is not required. It is recommended, because it allows 
the group to ask questions and receive answers together rather than 


bothering me with the same questions over and over again all 
through the next two weeks, but every jump there are a few people 
who skip the meeting and either don't insert or have to catch up 
later.” Management said. “However, | insisted Max gather everyone 
for the previous meeting, for obvious reasons. Also, stop whispering; 
it interferes with the ‘ask questions and receive answers together’ 
schtick.” 


“Sorry!” 


“Now, for your next jump, may | present...” an actual drum-roll 
sounded through the speakers before the tablets appeared. Mine 
was still a book, with an accompanying fountain pen and inkwell. 
“Worm"” 


| grabbed my book eagerly and flipped to the first page. ‘You are 
headed to a little place called Earth Bet-’ Yes. One of my favorite 
settings. Trauma and superpowers, here | come! Wait, no, | was 
getting ahead of myself. 


“How do you decide who gets to go?” | asked. 


Max fielded this one. “Technically, anyone can ‘go’-you’re free to 
leave the Warehouse and wander around the world as much as you 
like. As for actual imports, the rules were that | would have to 
purchase each ‘slot’ from the jump document, which usually capped 
out at eight slots, but a while ago there was a, uh...” 


“Just call it a ‘rules patch’,” Management said. 


“Right. A ‘rules patch’ that as long as | buy the maximum number of 
companion slots or the largest available ‘bulk’ option, everyone who 
doesn’t get a slot gets the option to insert with a free origin and three 
hundred points. Those points come at the cost that companions only 
respawn at the end of each jump, though.” 


“What, like a drawback?” 


“More or less.” 
Interesting. “Are those kinds of ‘patches’ common?” 


“No.” Max and Management said together. “Another jumper haggled 
it out with her staff, and a number of us have started offering the 
policy,” Management explained. 


“Speaking of rules patches,” Max said, “how’s the out-of-context- 
power-nerf going to behave for this one?” 


“Point nine ex for all powers that fit within the setting, point two for 
everything else.” 


“What does ‘fit within the setting’ mean, exactly?” | asked. 


“Anything that can be reasonably replicated by canon-consistent 
parahuman powers.” 


“That's hardly a penalty at all, considering how much that covers,” 
Max said. “That only excludes psychic and magical abilities, and not 
even all of them.” 


“Indeed.” 


Max groaned. “We’re going to need it, aren’t we?” he asked 
rhetorically. 


| looked back at the jump document. The origins included powers, 
but the non-freebie perks started at three hundred, so even 
discounted they would be prohibitively expensive for ‘guest spots’. 
“How do you allocate the...” | flipped through to the companions 
section, “eight purchased spots?” 


“First and foremost, the people who show up for the meeting get 
priority. Two spots are reserved for the least senior companions by 
number of times inserted; for the last couple dozen jumps, that’s 
been Darkness, Jennifer, and Maeve in descending order-it’s been at 
least that long since we’ve had anyone join, and those three rarely 


insert-but now that you’re here you’ve bumped Darkness off the 
short list, but that doesn’t matter much since she’s skipped this 
meeting anyway, and because one spot is always reserved for the 
newest-” 


“To get to the point,” Management butted in, “by the arcane and 
illogical rules your Jumper has created over the years to determine 


such things, you have first ‘dibs’ on a fully financed spot, should you 
wish it.” 


“Awesome!” | cleared my throat, internally cringing at my outburst. 
Calm down before you make an even bigger fool of yourself, fangirl. 
“What | meant is, yes, | would like a spot.” 


“So it would seem. | will remain on the line while you browse the 
jump document. Direct any questions to the speakerphone.” 


| started going through the document. | Knew what | wanted: villain, 
Brockton Bay. Ten years as a cliche self-insert with the canon cast of 
characters. But what was | going to get? “You know what you want to 
do, Max?” 


“Still figuring it out, why?” 

“Just wondering,” | hedged. 

Max raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. 

“Only four options per power classification?” Ace asked. 


“You are welcome to ask for a wildcard in any category,” 
Management said. “I will do my best to get... creative.” 


“Creative as in ‘interesting’, ‘weird’, or ‘vindictive’?” Garrus asked. 


“| suppose that depends on how charitable | feel towards whoever 
wants to trust in my tender mercies. Feeling lucky?” 


He snickered. “Not a bit.” 


“Pity.” 
“| know | would land squarely in ‘vindictive’,” Max said. 


“Personally, I’ll be avoiding ‘mystery prizes’ in the future,” | said, 
“Last jump wasn’t as bad as you could have made it for me, but you 
definitely had a laugh at my expense.” 


“You were more concerned with getting the most power and loot from 
the jump than you were with where you’d end up, and | facilitated 


that. If you aren’t happy with the result, then you should have gone in 
with different priorities.” 


“SO you were teaching me a lesson?” 


“| would argue that any lessons you may have been taught were you 
learning from your mistakes.” 


“Il be going in, but | won’t need a spot,” David said. “I’m not taking 
powers from this jump. Do | get points back for not taking a powered 
origin?” 


“No.” 
“Not at all?” 
“No. You want points, take drawbacks.” 


“Fine.” He tapped a few things, then stood up and walked out, 
leaving his tablet behind. 


“So, about this ‘reroll duplicate powers’ thing-” | started to ask. 
“You're wondering if being the last person to roll gives you an 
advantage in getting you what you want,” Management said. “It 
doesn’t. Collisions allow either party to reroll, regardless of who 
rolled first.” 


“Generous,” | said cautiously. 


“The powers within the categories go from one to eight, but the 
document says to roll a d12,” Max said. 


“It's a d12 for power classification and a d8 for the powers 
themselves.” 


“It says d12 for both.” 
“Well, / say it's ad12 and a d8.” 


“You gave me 2d12.” Max held up a hand, showing off two large, 
shiny metal dodecahedra. 


“Fine. The last four numbers get the wildcard special. Or you may 
roll a d8, as intended.” Said d8 dropped onto the table with a clatter. 


Max rolled the d12s. “Double ones... mover, instantaneous, rapid 
short-distance teleport soam. That sounds fun.” 


Ace used the d8. “Transporter. Path to victory, but only for moving 
something somewhere. That’s boring.” He frowned. “I think David 
had the right idea. I’m going unpowered as well. PRT.” 


Homura rolled the d12s. “Five and nine... blaster, wildcard. I'll spend 
the points to swap to Sting.” 


Then it was my turn. | looked at the three dice cautiously. “If last time 
was a ‘serves you right’ for focusing more on what | could get than 
the experience itself, then rolling with the wildcards would be the 
opposite of that, right? You wouldn’t have a reason to screw with 
me.” 


“Are you trying to munchkin me?” 


“I’m trying to model you. The better | understand what you do and do 
not like, the less likely | am to do something that attracts retribution.” 


“Just roll the fucking dice, Cassandra.” 


| rolled the d12s. “Double fours... toon physics? That’s... goofy.” 
“Goofy?” Garrus asked. 


“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong, it’s an awesome set of powers, but it’s all 
comic relief. That’s not really what | was hoping for.” 


“Wildcard option is still free.” 
“Hmm. Tempting.” 
“Really?” Max asked. “What happened to avoiding mystery prizes?” 


“I’m assuming I’ve gathered at least a tiny bit of good will from 
playing along with the last jump. This is a show of faith; if it doesn’t 
work out, | won’t be fooled again.” 


“You're thinking along the right lines. You are all, ultimately, here for 
the amusement of myself and my peers,” Management said. “It’s 
less about whether you’re focused on the rewards you're getting and 
more about whether you’re setting yourself up for an entertaining 
journey. Your last jump was worth a few laughs, even if you did play 
it dreadfully safe considering you didn’t have to worry about dying 
permanently.” 


“Dying was the /east worrying thing that could have happened to me 
in that world!” 


Garrus interrupted us. “Breaker, wildcard,” he said from further along 
the table. “Does this mean one of us gets to reroll?” 


“If Cassandra commits to the wildcard, you may reroll.” 


“|... hmm.” Did | really want to trust Management again? Come to 
think of it, did | really want to give up something that made me ‘the 
next best thing to unkillable’? “I don’t suppose you could just... | 
dunno, ‘science it up’ a bit?” 


“Don’t let the flippant description fool you, it’s still a setting- 
appropriate power.” 


“Okay, then, I'll keep it.” 


With that settled, | turned my attention to the origin and perk options, 
taking notes on a pad of legal paper that had appeared the moment 
I'd thought to ask for one. None of the items really interested me; it 
might make things harder, but I’d prefer to earn what | could in-jump 
rather than drop in with a full kit. | would absolutely take the free 
costume, though. As for the rest, | Knew what sort of build I’d take if it 
was just me, but | wasn’t the only one inserting. There would almost 
certainly be at /east eight other people running around, and | didn’t 
want to step on any toes, or have mine stepped on in turn. 


“What're you planning?” Max asked me. He’d walked over to behind 
my chair, tablet in hand. 


“I’m not sure,” | admitted. “My first instinct was to go Brockton Villain, 
just do the self-insert thing with the Undersiders, but I’m not sure 
where everyone else is going.” 


“You're a big fan of the book, aren’t you?” 
“Yeah.” 

“Go for it,” he said. 

“Just like that?” 


“| got free choice, so I’m heading to Denver. | want to see what 
happened to my hometown in this timeline. | don’t think anyone else 
has particularly strong feelings about the canon main characters, 
although there are a few fans of the setting.” He clapped a hand on 
my shoulder. “Have fun!” 


| tore the page off the legal pad and started my planning all over 
again. 


=-=XSSKS=X === 


| found the ice rink near sunset a couple days before our insertion, 
by virtue of the door hanging open out into the street. The building 
was dark and empty, the only light coming through the false windows 
along the west wall. Normally, | wouldn't have intruded, but | hadn’t 
seen Darkness since the end of the previous jump, and | was curious 
if she’d been shacked up with Maeve the whole time. | was a little 
nervous about walking in on something I’d regret seeing, but 
curiosity won out, so | wandered deeper into the building, feeling 
goosebumps prickle on my skin from the cold. Hopefully they’d 
remembered to lock the door if they were up to something intimate. 


Still, it wouldn't do to sneak up on them. “Hello?” | called as | walked 
through the shadowy space. “Anyone home?” When no one 
answered, | shrugged and walked out onto the rink, the balance 
perks from the previous jump keeping me steady and stable even on 
the supernaturally smooth ice. | wasn’t sure why | was looking here, 
in the middle of an ice-skating rink | could clearly see was empty, but 
some instinct had me walk out to the center. 


“Hello?” | called again from the middle of the arena. | felt silly, talking 
to empty space like this, so | busied myself by looking around. The 
lack of activity and the shadows cast by the setting ‘sun’ gave the 
area a melancholic, abandoned feeling, accentuated by the dust-like 
layer of frost that had settled onto everything. Overhead, the electric 
lights hung despondently, cables stretching across bare girders like 
tendons on a rotting corpse. Underneath my feet, Darkness loomed 
out of the foggy ice, a frozen scream on her face, one arm reaching 
desperately for the surface. 


What the fuck? What the fuck? What the fuck WHATTHEFUCK- 


“Like what you see?” a voice purred into my ear, and | screamed and 
bolted. The ice shifted under my feet, fouling my footing with sinister 
intent, a fissure yawning wide to swallow me as | desperately tried to 
keep my balance and failed, stumbling and falling, desperately 
reaching upwards even as the ice slammed shut around me- 


Sleep. 
“-andra? Cassandra?” 


| blinked sluggishly. Jennifer was calling me, trying to wake me. | 
groaned as | sat up, blinking fog out of my eyes. “M’awake.” | 
shivered. “Guh. Cold.” 


“| know. Here, drink this, | need to deal with Darkness.” She shoved 
a steaming mug into my hands, burning hot even through the thick 
ceramic, then wrapped a heavy blanket around my shoulders before 
walking away. | took a sip of the drink and nearly spit it out; it tasted 
like someone had tried to make tea out of pure black pepper. 
Swallowing it made me feel better, though, so | continued to choke it 
down. Each sip restored a bit more feeling to my numb fingers. 


What had happened? I’d sparred with Homura, lost predictably, then 
I'd been headed back to the hotel when I'd noticed one of the 
building’s doors had been left open and- 


“Maeve!” | yelled. 


“Me,” Maeve drawled from somewhere to my left. | turned my head, 
taking in where | actually was. I’d been lying on the floor near the 
edge of the ice rink, which had been wrecked, the ice crushed so 
fine it would be better described as slush. Jennifer was standing over 
Darkness, working some sort of magic to thaw and wake her just as 
she’d done to me. Max stood next to her, scowling at the scene and 
holding another steaming mug. And Maeve was slouched on one of 
the stools used for donning and doffing ice skates, pouting at the 
intrusion into her space. 


l’d never actually seen her up close; she was pale like snow, thin, 
lithe, and beautiful in a terrible, inhuman way. It wasn’t merely the 
catlike eyes or elfin ears, but her entire being: cold, ethereal, and 
untouchable. Her voice was similarly alien; a breathy, sensual 
whisper | recognized from the instant of panic before my interment. 


The fact that she was wearing pink bunny pajamas with matching 
slippers only made her alien-ness that much creepier. 


“Aaah! C-c-cold!” Darkness shot upright, shivering uncontrollably. 
Max handed Jennifer the mug, which she pushed into Darkness’s 
hands before wrapping her in another blanket. Darkness sipped the 
drink obediently. “Aaah! Hot!” She fumbled the mug, almost dropping 
it, but managed to recover without spilling any of the tea. 


“You remember what happened?” Max asked us. 


Darkness spoke first. “I was trapped by an evil witch, preserved like 
a fly in amber away from the dangers of the world, so that, for all 
eternity, my beauty could satisfy her-!” Mercifully, Jennifer slapped 
her hand over Darkness’s mouth. The woman flushed and squirmed 
under her blanket, while | just nodded and directed my attention 
anywhere else. 


“How long?” | asked. 

“For you, about twenty-four hours. Jennifer spent all day looking for 
you; she was worried you’d suddenly decided to avoid her." Max’s 
voice was light, but his expression remained thunderous. 

“| wasn’t worried!” Jennifer insisted. She pulled her hand away from 
Darkness’s mouth and steered the mug into place instead. “Drink. 


Anyway, | knew Cass wouldn’t ditch me like that! Something had to 
have happened to her.” 


“Someone,” | said. 

“Maeve,” Max growled. 

“Me,” Maeve repeated. 

Silence reigned, broken only by the sounds of sipping tea-and 


Darkness’s occasional moan, which | continued to ignore as best | 
was able. Mostly, | sipped my tea and worked on getting properly, 


justifiably angry: a nice, hot rage. Maeve had kept me on ice for a full 
day, and | didn’t think for a second she’d have let me go anytime 
soon if someone hadn't arrived to pull me out. 


Max broke the silence once we’d finished our drinks. “Cass, what 
were you doing in here, anyway?” 


“I'd been wondering where Darkness was, and the door was open,” | 
said. Max shot Maeve a questioning look. 


The faerie shrugged glibly. “I leave it open sometimes. It’s not like | 
have to pay for air conditioning.” 


“Of course,” he said sarcastically. “You two feeling better?” 


“Give me a moment.” | stood up slowly, but even that wasn’t enough 
to avoid the rush of lightheadedness. Jennifer helped steady me, 
and | took the opportunity to foist my empty mug on her. | wasn’t cold 
anymore: not the bone-deep, all-consuming chill of the grave I’d 
woken to, or even the natural, not-dressed-for-the-weather cold I’d 
felt when I'd first walked into the ice skating rink. “What was in that 
mug?” 


“Pepper-up potion, my own recipe,” Jennifer said proudly. “Took me 
years, but | managed to get rid of the side effects!” 


“Side effects?” | asked nervously. She raised one hand to her ear, 
then raised it, fluttering her fingers as she did. Steam from the ears, 
right. 


“Are you going to apologize?” Max asked Maeve. 
“That would require me to be sorry,” she said. 
“You had Darkness trapped in ice for a month.” 


“My sex life is none of your concern. Unless you're offering to make 
it your concern?” she asked lecherously. 


“What about me?” | demanded. 
“You trespassed in my demesne.” 


“Bullshit. We’re both guests here, unless you’ve forgotten, and one 
of the first things Max told me was that | was welcome anywhere that 
wasn't locked. And your door was open.” 


Maeve recoiled like she’d been slapped. 


And well she should; I’d just accused her of breaking guest-right, one 
of the most serious business rules her sort of Faerie followed. The 
reaction told me I’d guessed correctly: she still played by those rules, 
and the accusation had weight enough to create a debt. Pissing her 
off like this should have scared the shit out of me, but between my 
own anger and the presence of Jenn and Max at my back, | didn’t 
really care. 


“What do you want?” she hissed. 

“Favors. You like doing things in threes, right?” 

“| kept you only a single day.” 

“You took an entire day from me; that means a lot more to someone 
who’s still within a mortal lifespan. And that’s only what you managed 
to do. If Jennifer hadn’t found me, how much longer would you have 
kept me there? A week? A month? A jump? Forever?” 


“Regardless!” Maeve snapped. “One favor. One task.” 


“If ’m only getting one task, it’s not going to be a favor, it’s going to 
be a /abor.” 


“Like Eurystheus and Heracles?” she asked, then laughed in my 
face. “You overreach.” 


“Is it not equal to the offense you’ve given me?” | demanded, 
changing my language to what | imagined was ‘appropriate’ for this 


kind of thing without really thinking about it. Her mirth disappeared, 
and | could hear her teeth grinding like glaciers in the silence that 
followed. “/s it unequal?” 


“No,” she spat. “But the labor must be possible, and it must be finite. 
| will not be trapped in some Sisyphean task.” 


| nodded. “You may refuse a task you know to be impossible, or 
which lacks a defined point at which it is over and done.” 


“Or a task of a nature in which success cannot be adequately 
judged, or which could continue indefinitely, even if its goal is clear,” 
she insisted. 


“Very well. Otherwise, you will carry out my instructions to the best of 
your abilities, sparing no expense in any capacity, in the way you 
judge most likely to satisfy me, in both the letter and spirit of the 
order, until such time as the task is complete, however long it takes. 
Only then is the debt discharged.” 


Maeve seemed to be trying very hard to hate me to death. “I will 
grant you this favor, in the manner you describe, provided you use it 
in the next ten years, as reckoned by our host, after which the debt 
will be discharged in any case.” 


“Acceptable.” | had no idea what | was going to ask for, anyway; I’d 
swung at her because | wanted to make it clear | wasn’t a chew-toy, 
not because | needed the favor. 


“And provided that you make a pun worthy of me before you leave 
the room.” 


Max groaned. “Maeve, why?” 


She smirked and told him, “Consider this your punishment for 
intervening in my affairs.” To me, she asked, “Do we have a deal?” 


“We do.” 


Negotiations concluded, | sat down on another stool and thought, 
trying to ignore the four people waiting for me. It took a couple 
minutes before | had a pun | was happy with. “Hey, Darkness,” | 
asked, “if you die, does Maeve get your stuff?” 


Darkness frowned. “We're immortal,” she pointed out. | shrugged 
and remained silent, smiling at my own cleverness. 


Maeve sat on her stool and looked at me expectantly. “Since it 
seems | must ask,” she said eventually, “why have you asked after 
my consort’s affairs?” 


“Why, because that would make you the Lady and Heir of Darkness, 
of course.” 


Her laugh sounded like a frozen lake cracking underfoot. 
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AN: [Chekhov's Gun Cocks] 

Some good puns in this one. By which | mean bad puns, obviously. 


Funny note: Cass’s comment about ‘Yander-vine intervention’ may 
have some merit: Ilias explicitly forbid her from ‘making moves’ on 
Luka, and it’s not that much of a stretch to think she might have had 
her spies meddle a bit just to make sure the random dimensional 
wanderer didn’t get any ideas. Or maybe it was a censored release. 
Or maybe it was just less lewd than she’d feared. Only Management 
knows. 


Lastly, shoutout to... damn it, I've forgotten who it was, but to 
whoever suggests find/replace for BBCode conversion. The power of 
Export To Markdown and Regex has served me well, to the point that 
| ended up writing a Perl script to handle paragraph spacing, italics, 
and boldface all at once, which is basically 90% of the formatting 
work. 
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Chapter 5: Brockton 


| woke up shivering. Somehow, my blankets had fallen off the bed 
overnight; the perils of being a restless sleeper, | Suppose. | got up 
and threw them back onto the bed with a sigh, distracted by the 
absolutely bizarre dream I'd had. 


I’d been living in a different world-one with no capes, for one thing- 
before being invited along to adventure through different works of 
fiction like the old Reading Rainbow television show, although | 
hadn't actually gotten far enough to drop into any books | 
recognized. How typical, that a dream promised awesomeness only 
for me to wake up before it could deliver. It had been vividly real, 
though, lacking the strange, disconnected logic | usually associated 
with dreams. The memories of what I’d lived through weren't the 
most concerning part, though; it was what I’d known about my own 
future that stuck with me. It had been just another book, one witha 
horrifying ending. The end of the world. | shook my head as | 
stumbled into the bathroom to wash up. 


The dream didn’t fade, but that wasn’t terribly unusual given | was 
still thinking about it. However, the more | thought about it, the more 
it made sense as an extension of my normal thoughts. I’d been 
forced to move to a strange city, so | dreamed about wandering 
through different worlds. | missed my friends, so | invented new ones 
and adventures to share with them. | kicked my blankets off, and 
dreamed that I'd been trapped in a block of ice for a day. | was 
worried about starting at a new school, so | imagined itas a 
wretched hive of crime and evil. I’d lost almost everything, and | 
dreamed about the end of the world. 


The dream had been vivid and detailed-and long, as | not only 
remembered being nearly twice my actual age, but also spending 
almost a year in a place that likely says some uncomfortable things 


about my relationship with sex and sexuality-but it was still a dream, 
just the product of a restless mind. | didn’t suddenly know the future, 
or the identity of some Protectorate heroes, and if there was a girl 
named Taylor at school, it wouldn’t be the one my dream had 
conjured up. | already had a power, and it wasn’t precognition. 


No, my power allowed me to screw with the way my body interacted 
with physics. The first thing I’d learned to do-by instinct, really-was to 
change my inertial and gravitational mass at will. Independently, 
which was cool both because it was useful and because | was a 
huge nerd who cared about that sort of thing. That was only the start; 
| could also mess with the way my body and clothes interacted with 
other matter, changing their friction and adding or subtracting from 
the normal force. | could treat thin air like solid ground, although 
looking down made me lose concentration and fall. | could also mess 
with the way molecules bonded together to change my body’s 
rigidity, letting me deform myself like rubber. | couldn’t change 
shape, exactly, but it was an amazing defense: | could take a hit like 
a rubber tire, if for some reason | didn’t want to tank it with arbitrarily 
high inertial mass, and | didn’t need to worry about dislocating joints 
or breaking bones when | could tie my arms in knots anyway. That 
defense was the only reason | was still alive. The finishing touch was 
being able to apply most of those effects to things | touched, as well, 
though | hadn’t tried doing it to people, for obvious reasons. 


All told, it was a bit more eclectic than some powers, and less flashy, 
but overall it let me do some cool things. Boosting and reducing 
friction let me control my movements while messing with my inertia, 
and for more mundane utility, | could make my skin and hair 
hydrophobic, so water just slid right off me after | finished a shower. 


As a bonus, it also gave me perfect balance, gracefulness, and the 
ability to support and move myself no matter how high | cranked my 
mass. | could approximate a flying brick decently enough by soaring 
through the air in low gravity, then turn my inertia up so high that | 
became an unstoppable force or immovable object, depending on 
the frame of reference. It wasn’t quite the same, though. 


Yeah, |’d wanted to be Alexandria when | grew up. Didn’t every girl? | 
was getting off track. The point was: my dream was just a dream. | 
was Kasey Hudson, it was the first day of 2011, and in two days, I’d 
be attending Winslow High School as a senior. Hopefully, by the time 
| got to school, I’d have forgotten all about this stupid dream. 


There were a lot of other things I'd like to forget as well, but unlike 
the dream, those weren’t going anywhere. The fact that I’d colonized 
the shower in the smaller bathroom, the one without a tub, was just 
one faucet of that. 


Pun fully intended. 


How does one get such an amazing superpower as the ability to lie 
to the universe about your weight? Well, you have a really, really bad 
day. The worst day of your life, a day so bad, something in your 
mind... changes. As far as | know, science doesn’t have an 
explanation for why it happens, though they’ve done thousands of 
studies on when, so all we have are crackpot theories. Maybe you 
manage to tap into some higher understanding of the universe and 
impose your will on it, or you push past a barrier that prevents 
normal people from breaking physics over their knees with their 
brains, or you survive some sort of evolutionary filter that swats the 
thousands of other people that don’t manage to ‘trigger’ in a similarly 
life-or-death situation. Maybe it’s a couple aliens fucking with 
traumatized kids by planting extra organs in their brains like some 
sort of sick science fair experiment-that was from my dream, don’t 
take it seriously. 


My bad day started like my good days, in a sleepy little town on the 
edge of the great American pancake known as flyover country, a 
town notable only for its token Protectorate presence, a train station 
that saw frequent freight traffic, and the fact that it housed most of 
the workers for the hydroelectric dam a few miles up the river flowing 
down out of the Rockies. I’d woken up like any other day, gone to 
school like any other day, talked and laughed with my friends like 


any other day. We’d been sitting on the lunch benches debating the 
merits of hit points in tabletop games when we’d heard a rumbling, 
and everything had suddenly... ended. 


Usually you wouldn’t want to build a town downriver of a dam for 
obvious reasons, but the town had been there before the dam went 
up and would remain after the dam went down... for the 
approximately four minutes it took for the floodwaters to reach it and 
wipe it completely off the map, killing everyone in it. 


Well, almost everyone. 


“Morning, Kasey.” 
“Morning, Emily.” 


Emily was my older sister, by about twenty minutes. She’d been out 
of state when the flood hit. Mom had been on a business trip, which 
was honestly the default state of the world; we saw her maybe two 
weeks out of the year. Combined with my miraculous (read: power- 
enabled) survival, we were among the few families to come through 
mostly intact. The fact that the number of survivors who had actually 
been in the path of the water reached the high tens in a town of 
several thousand was probably the more salient fact. 


Was that a pun? Reservoirs are fresh water, although by the time it 
hit the town it was mostly mud. No, wait, a salient was a geography 
thing, not something related to salinity. Or maybe it a geometry 
thing? | should have stayed in school. Oh, right, | did; it was the 
schoo! that wasn’t there anymore. 


Back to the present: unlike me, Emily wasn’t going to be attending 
high school. Despite being twins, she’d graduated a year ahead of 
me-that was a whole thing, don’t ask. She’d been attending Brockton 
Bay University for less than a month when the disaster happened, 
and had elected to move out of the dorms into a proper house to 


look after me, since Mom was still working and didn’t trust me not to 
get up to trouble in the big city. While | hated that I’d messed up her 
school year and resented the fact that Mom trusted her more, | really 
didn’t mind having her looking after me. Emily was cool. Case in 
point: she’d apparently spent the time I’d taken getting myself 
presentable to cook up an impressive stack of pancakes for us. 


“Happy New Year,” she said. 
“Happy New Year,” | said. 


It really wasn’t. We hadn't celebrated; most of the 31st had been 
spent moving into our new house. There were still more boxes 
unopened than unpacked, and | wasn’t sure that was going to 
change anytime soon. | didn’t have much interest in unpacking 
anything | wasn’t going to be personally using. Emily was probably 
daydreaming about moving out again. Mom was somewhere in 
California-her work wasn’t local, so she’d barely been affected-and 
Dad... hadn’t made it. 


Thinking that hurt. 


If | looked on the bright side, we had boxes with stuff in them anda 
home to unpack them in, which was more than I’d had a couple 
months ago. Some of it was even our stuff; our house had been 
barely up and out of the path of the floodwaters, and though the 
erosion the flood caused had sent it tumbling down, it had left us 
something to pick through for scraps of our old lives. 


Ignoring the siren song of fresh pancakes for a moment, | walked 
over to one of the boxes along the wall and dug through it fora 
framed picture I’d manage to pull out of the rubble. It was of myself 
and my friends, a group photo we'd taken on to celebrate the start of 
our senior year of highschool. To me, it was one of the most 
important things | still owned; it was all | had to remember them by. 


| regretted taking it out almost immediately. In my dream-that damn 
dream-they’d been there, part of my other life; alive, healthy, waiting 


for my return. Waking up was like losing them all over again, and it 
hurt. | set the picture on the bare, uncluttered shelf near the kitchen 
table, carefully angled so that | couldn't see it from my seat, then sat 
down to eat. 


“Thanks for making pancakes,” | said as | took a couple. 
“| didn’t really make them,” she said, taking a few herself. 


“Thanks anyway.” Pancakes were pancakes, box mix or not, and 
these were actually really good. 


Neither of us spoke while we ate our breakfast. Normally, we'd find 
something to talk about, but | just wasn’t feeling it this morning, and 
Emily either felt the same, or respected my mood enough not to 
force it. Every so often, one of us would look up like we were about 
to start a conversation, only to think better of it and return to our 
meal in silence. 


Emily and | were fraternal twins, but we were still very obviously 
sisters. We had the same brown hair and green eyes. Our skin was 
somewhere on the Starbucks scale, courtesy of our grandmother. 
We were both thin and athletic; Dad had valued healthy outdoor 
living growing up, which was probably why I'd rebelled by turning into 
a nerdy shut-in bookworm whenever | could get away with it. Style 
was where we really diverged. Emily wore her long hair tied back 
with a ribbon and preferred skirts. | was a tomboy; | wore my hair 
short and preferred pants. 


| stood up and cleared my place, rinsing the plate and utensils in the 
sink and washing the sticky syrup residue off my hands. Heck, in my 
dream, I'd been a boy. For some of it. Sort of? It had been confusing 
and uncomfortable, and not something | particularly wanted to dwell 
on-which is probably why | couldn't stop dwelling on it. 


“Are you okay, Kasey?” Emily asked. 


| shut the water off in a hurry. I’d gotten lost in thought; the 
distraction a single, stupid dream was causing me was getting 
ridiculous. “Yeah,” | said. “Just... a little off.” 


“If you need help, I’m here.” 


“| know. | appreciate it.” | put the dirty dishes in the dishwasher, then 
walked back to the table. “You want a hand cleaning this stuff up?” 


She shook her head. “No, I’ve got it.” 

“All right, if you’re sure. Thanks again for the pancakes.” 
“You're welcome.” 
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After breakfast, | headed back up to my room and started unpacking 
in earnest. Most of the stuff in my boxes were clothes or books, 
which meant | first soent an hour and a half assembling the 
bookshelf and dresser that were still in their own cardboard shipping 
boxes. Then it was a challenge of organization, working out what 
would go in the drawers and what would go in the closet, figuring out 
which configuration of shelves left the right amount of room for my 
variously sized books, and generally making me hope that I’d never 
have to do this ever again. Leviathan, my dream said, and | ignored 
it with a vengeance. 


They were all new; most of the things that had survived the 
destruction of our house had been ruined by the elements before 
they’d let us back onto the property to claim them. The clothes were 
an eclectic mix of mail-order and thrift shop purchases, rather than 
having any real style; | needed to actually go shopping at some point 
now that things were approaching normal. As for the books, Mom 
had taken it upon herself to replace my ‘library’ once we'd finalized 
the move. On the one hand, it was something of a waste, since | 
wasn’t anywhere near as avid a ‘re-reader’ as | was a reader. On the 
other hand, when | finished unpacking and stepped back to look over 


my collection, | appreciated being able to see mostly the same books 
I'd had in my old room. Familiarity was a hell of a comfort blanket. 


| then nearly walked into the wall, because the door of my new 
bedroom was in a totally different place. 
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“I’m going out for a run.” 
Kay.” 


One of the perks of being babysat by an elder sibling is that 
sometimes, they don’t care enough to stop you from doing things 
they should probably stop you from doing. Mom had explicitly told 
Emily to make sure | stayed out of trouble, but Emily trusted me 
enough that she didn’t think | needed supervision. Or she just didn’t 
want to be bothered. | was fine with either, to be honest; it meant | 
could go play with my powers. 


Our house was smaller than our old home, but that had been one of 
the ‘Midwest mansions’ that cropped up in places where space was 
plentiful and land was cheap. The new house was only ‘small’ 
relative to that, in a decent, if fading, neighborhood on the west edge 
of the city: an area where the paint on the fences was peeling but the 
yards were still Kept and the streets well-maintained. | headed down 
three blocks and across four more before reaching a small children’s 
park I’d noticed when we’d driven in the day before, complete with 
an old, questionably-safe wood-and-steel play structure. At the back 
of the park was a small but dense forested area, and | slipped into 
the trees before pulling my mask out of my pocket. 


It was nothing more than a bandana with some eye holes in it, but 
with my hair tucked into my hat and my body hidden in a formless 
sweatshirt, | shouldn’t be too recognizable. Besides, | didn’t intend to 
attract any real scrutiny. Going out in the middle of the day was a 
calculated risk: I'd be more visible, but | was less likely to get into 


actual trouble. | hadn’t lied to Emily; | wanted to go for a run. | just 
wanted to use my powers while | was at it. 


| started slow, just jogging a few blocks until | was warmed up. Then 
| started flexing my power, subtly lengthening my legs as | pushed 
for extra force, amping up the normal force on my soles to propel me 
that much faster, raising and lowering my inertia in time with my 
strides to lower the amount of work | had to put in. Once | was out of 
the residential area | left the sidewalks entirely, jumping upwards in 
low gravity and bounding across the rooftops. More friction let me 
push harder; lower inertia during each step meant the force moved 
me that much more, while higher inertia during the bound meant air 
resistance couldn’t drag me down. Before long | was cruising along 
at highway speeds, buildings whipping by beneath me as | touched 
only one in every four. | pushed off hard, lowering my personal 
gravity as much as | could, and whooped as | soared across the sky, 
clearing a dozen city blocks in a single bound. I’d misjudged slightly, 
though, and to avoid bouncing off the side of a building | bottomed 
out my inertial mass and raised air resistance to its maximum, air- 
braking to a dead stop above an office building somewhere in the 
middle of downtown, laughing. 


I'd practiced my powers before, but something about today made it 
feel new, like it was the first time I’d really gotten to cut loose and 
run. Maybe it was the new city, or the relief of finally having a 
permanent house after so long spent in disaster relief tents and 
month-to-month rentals. Maybe-No. Ignore the dream, Kasey. 


| walked over to the edge of the building and sat down, kicking my 
feet over the edge of the four-story drop. It was the middle of the 
day, by now, and the streets below were full of people, going about 
their day in total ignorance of my adventure. They looked like ants 
from up here, but if | went down there each and every one of them 
would have their own story. | wasn’t just looking down at a city; | was 
looking down at people. 


Such tiny, vulnerable people. 


It’s so fragile. | wasn’t sure if | meant the people, the city, or 
civilization itself. We were living in a world with monsters who could 
wipe a city like Brockton Bay off the map in a matter of hours. And 
people put their heads down and got on with their lives, mourning or 
gossiping about or laughing at or ignoring the latest ‘mass casualty 
event’, pretending it couldn’t just as easily happen to them. 


| wondered if, having lived through one, I'd ever be able to do that 
again. 


On impulse, | slipped forward off the side of the building, lowering my 
personal gravity to almost nothing and making the soles of my shoes 
adhesive. After a few awkward bounces, | managed to stop myself 
and stand ‘up’ on the solid wall of the building, looking ‘forward’ at 
the ground below me. | slowly took a ‘step’, managing the physics of 
my feet carefully, and managed to toddle forwards. It wasn’t useful, 
but it might be good for making an impression. Unfortunately, even 
with my gravity practically a non-factor, it was still pointing the 
‘wrong’ direction, which made any kind of movement extremely 
disorienting. And | couldn’t do anything about that. 


Could I? 


| focused on the sensation in my head | associated with gravitation, 
twisting it rather than the simple ‘push’ and ‘pull’ | used to raise or 
lower my weight, and suddenly | was standing on the wall, gravity 
holding me to the surface as easily as if it was the ground. In my 
surprise, | lost focus, and fell a couple stories before | managed to 
turn gravity around and carry myself back up to the roof, laughing as 
| went. I’d set out on a whim to try to distract myself, and managed to 
discover an entirely new aspect of the power I’d had for months. 
Standing on the edge of the roof, | oriented myself towards home, 
grabbed my gravity sense, and turned. | shot out into the sky, 
tumbling as | lost and regained my grip on this new ability, screaming 
the whole way home. 
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In hindsight, the screaming was a bad idea if | wanted to avoid 
attracting attention. Armsmaster must have spotted me at some 
point during my flight over the city, although | didn’t notice him until | 
air-braked to a stop near the edge of downtown and saw him looking 
up at me. 


“Are you well?” he asked as | dropped down to land next to his 
motorcycle in the parking lot of a Seven Eleven. 


“Yeah. Um, sir...?” Was | Supposed to treat him like a cop, a 
celebrity, or what? 


One corner of his mouth twitched upward at my fumbling. “What 
exactly were you doing?” 


“| was experimenting,” | said, a little defensively. 


“Was this a successful experiment or a failed experiment?” 
Armsmaster asked, a raised eyebrow audible in his voice. 


“A success, | guess. Why?” 


“You were screaming like you expected to die,” he pointed out 
reasonably. 


“How did you even hear that?” 


“My suit’s sensors can filter out sounds of distress from background 
noise, even at very low intensity, such as over a great distance or 
through obstructions.” 


“| wasn't distressed! | was... enthusiastically... panicking okay yes | 
was a bit distressed but | wasn’t in any danger!” 


“Evidently.” 


| tried to decide whether or not he was mocking me, but his deadpan 
tone and mostly-face-obscuring helmet made him a tough nut to 


crack. He remained on his motorcycle, staring at me, or maybe not 
looking at me at all; | couldn’t see his eyes to judge. 


“Being able to detect screaming people seems pretty useful for a first 
responder,” | offered. 


Armsmaster nodded confidently. “It’s proven very effective in both 
disaster relief and detecting crimes in progress.” 


“Cool,” | said, like the totally smooth person | am. “Can |, uh, go?” 
“Are you planning to commit any crimes?” 
“No...?” 


“Have a good day, then, Miss.” He turned away slightly, casting his 
gaze back towards the city center. 


| should have probably just left. Instead, | asked, “Would you have 
arrested me if I’d said yes?” 


“No, but | would have strongly advised you to reconsider.” He 
paused, then decided to elaborate: “Proving conspiracy based only 
on a single yes-or-no question would be infeasible, as | would be 
required to show which crime or crimes you were planning to 
commit, in order to demonstrate that your plans were factually 
illegal.” 


“Uh huh,” | said, and then-because | clearly wasn’t thinking straight 
after my adrenaline-pumping ballistic odyssey-asked, “Is it true you 
have a lie-detector in your helmet?” 


“Where did you hear that?” he asked suspiciously. 


“| read it on the internet.” Technically true, if one didn’t examine 
things too closely. “I remembered it because otherwise you asking 
me straight out whether | was going to commit crimes doesn’t make 
much sense, considering | probably would have lied if | was.” 


“Probably?” he asked. 


“| mean, | might have had an attack of conscience? /f | were planning 
to commit a crime. Which I’m not.” Why, guilty conscience, why? 
“Honest.” 


“| Know you're not. My lie detector confirmed it.” 
| chuckled. “You were just messing with me, weren’t you?” 


“Don’t be ridiculous. | am far too serious and professional to do any 
such thing,” Armsmaster said with a grin. 


“So you actually have a lie detector?” 


“| do. | didn’t intend for it to become common knowledge, but 
someone in the PRT decided to add it to one of the recent ‘fact 
sheets’ they gave Debright-the company that makes the collectible 
Hero Cards,” he clarified at my look of confusion. “It works whether 
people know about it or not, though, so | won’t complain.” 


“Huh.” That was a fun bit of trivia, if nothing else. 


He turned his head slightly to indicate that he was listening to 
something | couldn’t hear, then cleared his throat. “Well, | must be 
off. Duty calls.” He kicked off and headed through the parking lot with 
a quiet hum of electrical motors before merging smoothly into traffic 
and opening up the throttle with a roar. 


| slipped into an alley, removed my mask and hat, then walked the 
rest of the way home like a normal teen. 


| exchanged a brief greeting with Emily when | got home, then 
headed upstairs to shower off the sweat I’d worked up during my jog. 
| may be justifiably averse to water, but showering was one of those 
things that you can’t avoid and still be welcome in polite society, and 
just repelling sweat never quite got me all the way back to ‘fresh’. 


Luckily, | could tolerate it; being sprayed with water was just far 
enough from being submerged in it that it didn’t send me into 
conniptions. | still hated being wet, but being able to send the water 
right off my skin meant | didn’t have to stay wet any longer than 
necessary. 


“That’s a cool trick,” | said. 


“l’m a waterbender!” she said. “And | know you don't like to get wet!” 
Jennifer paused. “Or did whatever caused that not happen yet? Oh 
no, should | not have said that?” She drew her arms to her chest and 
shrank into herself like she expected to be scolded. 


| just laughed and patted her on her swim-capped head. “It’s nota 
phobia or anything, | just don’t like feeling soggy and cold.” 


“Not a phobia, huh?” | asked the empty room as | stepped out of the 
shower. “Yeah, right.” Who was | kidding? | had a phobia. | was more 
hydrophobic mentally than | could be physically. Who would blame 
me? 


It wasn’t like swimming was required in everyday life, and | had it 
under control enough that | wouldn't panic and drown if | was 
somehow swept into the ocean. We were too far north for hurricanes 
unless a weather controller decided they wanted a kill order, and 
tsunamis were more of a Pacific Coast phenomenon due to all the 
volcanism and fault lines. | didn’t like being caught in the rain, but 
that’s hardly uncommon. It wasn’t going to be a problem. 


Leviathan. 


No, no, no! Why was this sticking with me so hard? It was starting to 
affect the way | thought, the things | said-like asking Armsmaster 
about his lie detector. | don’t think | ever heard or read anything like 
that, so why would | think to ask him about it? 


Why had | been right? 


| must have read it somewhere. I'd looked up the city and its heroes 
as soon as | heard we’d bought the house; | must have come across 
it somewhere online. Because what was the alternative? That I'd 
somehow pulled that detail out of nothing? 


That my dream was real? Then I’d been put here... or I’d put myself 
here. Had Kasey Hudson ever existed, or had she been written in for 
me? Had Emily been an only child until some unknowable force 
rewrote her life to include me? Or had she been created as well for 
my ‘convenience’? 


The alternative was even worse: that | was a fake, convinced that | 
was Kasey even though the real Kasey had been overwritten. Or 
maybe, if | took that logic in the opposite direction, | was still Kasey 
Hudson, actual person and victim of some interdimensional tourist 
slamming a gestalt of herself into my brain. That would be at least a 
little less existentially horrifying, right? 


Or | could just admit that | was going insane. That seemed safe. 
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Emily was making herself a sandwich when | finally came down, and 
| happily purloined some of the fixings to make my own. We worked 
silently, passing items back and forth with barely a word spoken. | 
put away the condiments and leftover sandwich fillings, then joined 
Emily on the couch to eat. We sat facing the TV that was still in its 
box on the floor against the wall, the cardboard proudly advertising 
its features to a captive and extremely bored audience. 


“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked once I’d sat down and started 
on my sandwich. 


“Yeah,” | said. “I just woke up a little... disoriented, this morning. It'll 
pass.” 


“That's normal. It’s always weird the first time,” she said. 


“Waking up in a strange bed?” 


She reached over and flicked me on my forehead. “Jumping into an 
identity with its own memories, doofus.” 


My brain broke. 


AN: Not long after writing this chapter, | had a dream that was more 
or less This Chapter, including the Jumpchain, waking up, and then 
all the way to the 'reveal' at the end. Then | woke up from that. 
Needless to say, | was very fucking disoriented that morning. 
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Chapter 6: Self-Insert 

“Kasey?” 

“Yeah?” | responded absently. 
“You okay?” 

“Processing. Give me a minute.” 


| wasn't being flippant. | needed some time to work through the... 
ramifications. She’d said nine words and forced me to completely 
reevaluate everything. 


Nine words, and one of them had been ‘doofus’. 


It wasn’t just trying to sort out all the existential quandaries I’d 
pushed off. | also had to sort through an extra lifetime worth of 
memories-a lifetime significantly longer than the one I'd been treating 
as mine. Whatever barriers I’d erected in my head had come down, 
filling my past with a strange sort of double-vision. If | tried to 
remember what I’d done yesterday, | got two completely different 
answers, and they were both right, from certain points of view. At 
least | had food to keep myself busy: chewing gave me an excuse to 
stay quiet. 


By the time | had my thoughts in order, the sandwich was long gone, 
and I'd already put the plate in the dishwasher and returned to the 
couch beside Emily. “So,” | began, “when | woke up this morning, | 
had the entire experience of everything except ‘me’-” | made quotes 
with my fingers, “-reduced to a dream. | really thought I’d invented 
the whole thing.” 


“That’s odd,” Emily said. “Are you feeling okay now?” 


“I’m still a little... confused? I’ve got questions, existential ones, but | 
think I’ve good for now.” 


She scooted over on the couch and put an arm around my 
shoulders. “That's good. | Know import memories can be rough to 
adjust to, but I’ve never heard of anyone having that sort of 
‘confusion’ before.” 


“| Suppose everyone else takes some sort of perk to manage these 
things? Wait, / took a perk to manage these things!” | could even 
recall the exact text. “You will never get overwhelmed by the torrent 
of experience you receive when inserting into an established 
background in future jumps or potential reincarnations’, my ass!” 


“What perk is that?” 
“Sage’s Wisdom, from the Generic RPG jump.” 
Emily frowned. “Maybe it worked too well,” she said. 


“You mean, it made the transition so smooth that my brain just 
assumed all that came before ‘twas but a dream?” 


“Are you quoting something?” 


“| think I’m mangling Shakespeare, but I’m not sure. Sometimes | just 
say things.” | almost made a comment like ‘You know how | am,’ but 
second-guessing myself stopped me. It was weird; despite having 
years of memories growing up with Emily, | didn’t actually know who 
she was, in the... let’s call it the ‘greater context of things’. The 
thought made me pull away from her slightly, and she removed her 
arm and pulled back to give me my space. “What should | call you?” 

| asked. 


“Emily. It’s less confusing like that.” 
Digging For Information skill: zero. 


“What are you thinking about?” she asked. 


Who you actually are. “What I’m going to do,” | said instead, since 
that was another pressing question. “It’s January first. | could head to 
Winslow right now and clean up the biohazardous compost heap 
before Taylor gets shoved into it.” 


“But...?” 


“But. It’s... how did Max put it? There’s some balance between the 
duty to help, and the rights of the people we're interfering with. If we 
just start walking all over what should-no, wrong word, what would 
happen-we’re sort of playing God, aren’t we?” 


| slumped in my seat. “Or am | just trying to justify letting something 
awful happen because I’m more interested in meeting the girl who 
survived it than the girl who hasn't experienced it yet?” 


Emily took her time before responding. “Well, | can’t answer the 
second question, but for the first: our duty to help is only what we 
choose to take on ourselves. We don’t have to do anything. Max 
might-Management wants to be entertained, after all-but the rest of 
us are here because it would be a horribly lonely existence, 
otherwise. We’re called ‘companions’ for a reason. Beyond that, we 
don’t have an obligation to interfere at all.” She paused. “You can't fix 
everything, Kasey, and sometimes, trying only makes things hurt 
more. Some things, people need to live through to understand.” 


When | didn’t respond, she continued, “If we had arrived years ago, 
would you have the ‘duty’ to try and prevent Annette from dying?” 


“L... | think | would tried.” 


“Do you judge Max for not taking the ‘Forgot My Cell Phone’ option, 
then?” 


Oh, right, that exists. “I... | guess not,” | said, thinking through the 
question out loud. “Taylor would have her mother, her friend, and a 
nice, fiat-guaranteed pleasant life so long as we managed to deal 
with Zion, but on the other hand, she’d grow into such a completely 


different person it could be argued we'd killed the person she’d have 
become otherwise.” | turned my head to look at Emily directly. “How 
on earth is anyone supposed to use this kind of power responsibly?” 


“I’m not sure there is a responsible use for ‘this kind of power’. All we 
can do is use our best judgment.” 


“That's not very comforting.” | leaned my head back to stare at the 
ceiling for a bit. “On a slightly different topic: is there a greater plan in 
motion that | should be aware of?” 


| could barely see Emily shake her head in my peripheral vision. 
“Nothing we need to worry about,” she said. "Max and company are 
going to spent a month or so immersing themselves in the world, 
then start going after high-power threats. You’re free to befriend the 
local persons of interest and keep to street-level conflict.” 


“That's easy enough. What will you be doing?” 


“Max suggested we have someone keep an eye on you, and | 
volunteered.” 


| snickered. “So you’re babysitting me, just like Mom wants.” 


That got Emily to snicker too. “I wouldn't put it that way, but | 
suppose you're not wrong.” 


“| don’t mind. It'll be nice having someone to fall back on if things get 
bad. Assuming | can actually work my way in with the Undersiders in 
the first place.” Sure, | had social perks, but | wasn’t willing to take 
anything for granted. That reminded me of another problem. “Do we 
have a good way to deal with Coil?” 


Emily pulled a very large, very shiny handgun from behind the shield 
that was suddenly on her wrist and set it on the coffee table with a 
thud. “I shoot him in the head from time-stop the moment you give 
the word,” she said flatly. 


“Uh.” Fact one: Emily Hudson was Akemi Homura. Now that | was 
looking for it, | recognized the ribbon in her hair. 


Fact two: She was perfectly happy to put a bullet in a man’s head the 
moment it was most convenient for me. That was... discomforting. 

I'd fought and killed during the Generic RPG-both the prank one and 
the proper setting I’d gotten a chance to tour afterwards-but that had 
been in the heat of the moment, when it was me or my enemy. 
Premeditated murder sat a bit differently in my gut. 


Rather than dwell on that, | took a closer look at the gun, and my jaw 
dropped. “Is that a fucking Lex?” 


“Prime.” Emily/Akemi-clever bit of wordplay with the name, | get it- 
picked it up, flipped it over, and offered it to me by the barrel. 


| did not take the gun. “I don’t want to be in the same building as you 
when you fire that thing. In fact, I’m pretty sure | don’t want to be in 
the same city as someone firing that thing.” 

“Relax. It’s quite controllable.” She returned the ludicrous 
handcannon to her pocket dimension and vanished the shield. 
“That's not even close to the largest gun | have on hand.” 

“’m still not sure anything in this city requires that level of firepower.” 
“Well, I’m fairly sure it won’t over-penetrate an Endbringer.” 

“Fairly sure’!?” 


She smirked. “I have not tested it, obviously.” 


| rolled my eyes, which got an actual giggle out of her. “You’re a lot 
more expressive like this,” | said. 


“That’s hardly my fault,” she teased. “You’ve been acting very silly.” 


“| mean, | know I’ve been acting odd, but | think ‘silly’ is going a little 
far.” 


“You thought I’d made a dozen pancakes by hand in a kitchen with 
no pots or pans.” 


Oh. “So when you said you hadn’t made the pancakes, you meant 
you hadn’t made the pancakes.” 


“Statements like that are exactly why | say you're being silly.” 


“| mean-fine, I’ve been silly. You’re not exactly acting like yourself 
either, Akemi.” 


She shrugged. “Jump identities do that, sometimes. I’m still Akemi, 
but I’m also Emily.” 


“And you’re just... okay with that?” 


“Yes?” She tilted her head quizzically, then just shrugged again. “It 
happens every jump, especially the first day or two. I'll be back to 
normal soon enough.” 


| sighed. “That’s fine, I'll just be over here, worrying about continuity 
of consciousness and what it means to be real.” 


Emily leaned over and reached her arm around me again; | thought 
she was offering me another comforting hug, but instead she pulled 
me into a headlock and started giving me a noogie. “You think too 
much,” she said. 


“Emily, nooo! Staaaaaaaaahp!” 
=. XS=KS==X-=- 


We ended up spending most of the weekend unpacking. Pictures 
began to populate the shelves and walls. The TV was unboxed and 
mounted, furniture assembled, the family computer hooked up, and 
the kitchen stocked with appliances and cooking implements. Given 
Emily was clearly willing to just raid the Warehouse for food, and 
said food was likely better than anything either of us could make, | 


wasn't sure the last bit was going to be useful, but at least it helped 
make the house look lived in. 


Jennifer popped in from the Warehouse on Sunday morning to check 
out the house and poke fun at my new look. She also dropped off my 
wand and gave me some self-study for magic, including a pile of 
padlocks to practice the unlocking charm on. The rest of the time, 
Emily and | had the place to ourselves. 


Sunday evening, | found my ‘jump stuff in the back of my closet-all 
my ‘normal’ stuff had been left in the middle of the floor, so | hadn't 
checked for boxes in the closet itself. It contained the training scrolls 
from the RPG jump, which gave me a few tricks for fighting with my 
powers in hand-to-hand; a key with an address attached to it, which 
was probably related to the lair | thought I’d actually declined. The 
scout’s tools included a keychain, so | added that to the ring and let it 
disappear back into hammerspace. The basic adventurer’s kit and 
portable camp from the RPG jump, | left in the box; the Journal and 
Map from the same jump joined the key in hammerspace; and the 
Divine Bangles went onto the vanity, since they could pass for 
normal, if slightly gaudy jewelry. 


It also contained my costume, which was nothing like | expected and 
everything like | wanted. The underlayer was a pair of dark, padded 
long under underwear, like | was used to using when | went skiing; it 
went on over my regular underwear and under the tight one-piece 
armored bodysuit that went from cuffs that tucked into my boots all 
the way up to my neck. The bodysuit was mainly black and a deep, 
rich blue, accented by linework in brighter blue and off-white sprayed 
across it. A matching, high-collared leather jacket that came down 
just past my waist hid the zipper and provided most of the pocket 
space; the belt and bodysuit had no pockets or pouches to speak of. 
The matching mask left my nose, mouth, chin, and cheeks exposed, 
while covering and protecting the rest of my head and neck; it tucked 
securely into the collar of the bodysuit and included a jaunty white- 
and-ice-blue gel-spiked wig that was much longer than my own hair, 
though still short compared to Emily’s. The suit’s gloves were my 


‘weapons’, padded for hand-to-hand fighting while still being thin 
enough not to affect my dexterity, and my Bangles could be hidden 
under the armored panels on the forearms, which were themselves 
hidden by the jacket. The boots were steel-toed, extended up to 
protect my shins, and had two-inch heels that would have been 
horrible to run or fight in, if | wasn’t a cheating cheater who cheats. 
The finishing touch was a pair of thick, one-pane reflective goggles 
to protect and obscure my eyes. | shot myself a cheeky grin in the 
mirror, and | looked like | could have wandered straight out of a 
comic book, if | do say so myself. It was awesome, Seriously, and | 
obviously had to go out in it immediately. 


| went straight out of town, this time, into the sparsely forested area 
west of the city. It was a good thing | did, because | demolished a 
bunch of trees by sheer accident and ended up wrapped around a 
massive old pine like a mangled car wreck. Genius that | am, | 
decided to try applying the ‘twisting motion’ to some of the other 
forces | could alter, and it turns out having friction accelerate you any 
direction other than ‘against motion’ was a disastrously self- 
perpetuating feedback loop of acceleration and terror. | resolved to 
think through the consequences before experimenting after that 
mistake; then | started wondering what would happen if | twisted my 
inertial mass the way I’d twisted my gravitational mass-| could feel 
the possibility, the ‘muscle’ that would do it-and was downright 
horrified. 


| limped home and went to bed. Then it was Monday, and that meant 
school. 


In my... let’s just call it my ‘first life’ for simplicity’s sake. In my first 
life, my highschool experience could probably best be described as 
‘idyllic’. It was a tiny school, too small for cliques, where everyone 
knew everyone and no one was left out, excluded, or bullied. Well, 
that wasn’t quite true: | excluded myself. I’d been bullied relentlessly 
before moving schools, and between that and being wrapped up in 
my own head with all sorts of other mental issues, | never opened up 


enough to experience much of the friendship | was being offered. It 
was a missed opportunity, and | still felt some lingering regret. Not 
too much; I'd still had a few friends, it had been years, and I’d 
managed to get out of my shell enough to find friends in college 
despite social anxiety that still hadn’t been properly addressed by 
that point. But | could have experienced a lot more of highschool if 
l’d been willing to let my walls down a bit. 


‘What sort of mental issues could you have possibly had, 
Cassandra?’ | imagine some nebulous observer asking, to which | 
respond, Read between the fucking lines. 


Anyway, my life here, on Bet, had been... | use the word loosely, but 
it had been streamlined. Many of the significant events in my first life 
had some analogue in my new history, and the same was true for the 
people | knew. My (as Hudson) Dad had been a composite character 
of my (as Rolins) parents, since Mrs. Hudson was a non-entity 
except on holidays. I’d gone to school with all my friends from back 
home; the ones I'd known in elementary school, the ones I'd met in 
highschool, the ones I’d made in college, the ones I'd met after 
college. We'd been a happy group of kids, brought together by the 
same interests that had brought us together the first time I’d 
experienced it. The kind of big, inclusive group | could have had the 
first time through highschool, except better, because it was magically 
matched to people I'd picked out from a significantly larger crowd 
than a tiny little school like that ought to offer. 


And then they’d all died, because Bet wasn’t content to only sort of 
kick you in the teeth. It wouldn’t have been enough to survive a 
bunch of people | only remembered knowing. No, | had to 
experience the deaths of people | had intimate, personal connections 
to in both lives. Otherwise it wouldn’t count, right? Fuck this world. | 
can’t believe I’d wanted to come here. 


| don’t really have a point with all that, except to say that whatever 
my first two highschools were like, Winslow was going to be 

different. Not as different as I’d expected, though. Sure, the school 
building was old to the point that whether it was structurally sound 


was questionable. The classes were huge, the hallways too small, 
and just about everything was battered and worn. It was a shitty 
inner city highschool-but it wasn’t a cesspool. People didn’t wear 
gang colors openly, and if there were some suspiciously monoracial 
groups of white and asian kids eyeing each other sideways in the 
halls, they were still outnumbered by diversely inclusive groups 
giving both sides the stink-eye. 


| spent the morning before school in the principal’s office, getting my 
class schedule and a lecture about the school rules, so | was well 
out of the way of what | knew was happening elsewhere. Most of the 
lecture was centered on the zero tolerance policy on gang 
associated clothing and behavior. Reading between the lines, it 
seemed that the administration had cottoned on to the idea that 
establishing a policy that anyone wearing gang colors got suspended 
resulted in the gangers immediately doing so, receiving their 
suspension, and becoming someone else’s problem. Turning the 
violent kids out into the streets just pushed the problem on to the 
police instead, but it was honestly the best an underfunded school 
could do with what they had. 


The one thing about Winslow that met my expectations perfectly was 
that school was woefully, miserably boring. I’d been through 
highschool once, and no matter how | felt about my experience, it 
wasn’t worth redoing. At least | didn’t have to worry about doing any 
schoolwork; I’d decided going into this that | wasn’t going to spend a 
single bit of time outside of class worrying about grades. If anyone 
asked, I’d blame it on the months of school I’d missed, but | gave 
myself pretty good odds that no one would care. I’d probably test out 
before the end of the year, anyway. 


| might not even bother with that. Even if | wasn’t leaving, it’s not like 
you need a highschool diploma to be a cape. A highschool education 
was certainly useful, but | already had that, and no one was going to 
ask if | had a document to prove it while | was punching their teeth 
in. 


Given my aforementioned resolution to ignore homework, | was 
strongly tempted to just throw my backpack in my locker at the end 
of the day. There were two reasons | didn't: first, | felt like | should at 
least go through the motions of school to blend in, including bringing 
homework home, even if | didn’t do a bit of it. The second was that 
this was still Winslow, and there was always a chance I'd piss 
someone off enough to wreck my things without knowing I’d done it 
until | arrived to a locker full of pigs’ blood or something. In the end, it 
was just as well | bothered, because that meant | was still in front of 
my locker, moving books around and trying to decide on some sort of 
organizational system, when someone decided to start up a 
conversation. 


“You're the new girl, right?” 


“Yep, that’s me.” | put the book | was holding back in my bag and 
turned around to see who was talking to me. It was a girl from my 
grade-C-something, Connie? Cathy?-along with what looked like a 
freshman, sophomore, and junior. Student council representatives, 
maybe? “Surprised you could tell, with how crowded this place is.” 


The junior, a redhead about my height, laughed. “Ah, this is nothing. 
Maybe it’s more than you’re used to, but believe me, you haven't 
seen a crowd yet.” She stepped forward and nudged me playfully. “I 
love your bracelets. Where did you get them?” 


Was she flirting with me? Did | want her to be flirting with me? She 
was a teenager and | a reincarnation of a thirty-ish-year-old 
questionably-mortal woman, which made the age difference 
obviously inappropriate. The teenage part of me didn’t care, and was 
distractingly aware that she was hot. “Ah, thanks,” | said awkwardly, 
feeling a blush forming on my face. | toyed with one of my bangles 
self-consciously. “They’re from home.” 


“Is it true your entire town was destroyed by a supervillain?” the 
sophomore asked, killing the mood like an axe to the face. It felt a bit 
like being punched in the gut, and | mumbled something 
unintelligible-even to myself-and spun back around to my locker. 


Well, that went from zero to what-the-fuck real quick, | thought, 
rearranging my books with slightly excessive force. 


It took a moment before the redhead broke the awkward silence 
sophomore girl’s question had left. “Oh my god, Julia,” she snapped, 
“you can’t just ask her that!” 


“C’mon, that’s the only reason we wanted to talk to her in the first 
place.” 


The penny dropped. Oh hell. Honestly, ‘hot redhead’ should have 
tripped every warning flag | had, but I’d been so distracted by the 
sheer normalcy of the school I’d gotten complacent. 


| took a deep breath. /mprov time. 


“The answer is ‘yes’,” | bit out. | didn’t need to fake the fact that | was 
very unhappy with the sudden turn in the conversation; even if 
treating the situation like | was playing a character made things 
easier, this was still my past, and it sucked. “A cape fight miles away 
from me destroyed a dam, which washed my entire town away and 
killed almost everyone I’ve ever known. Any other questions?” | 
slammed my locker for emphasis and turned back to face the 
onlookers-of which there were now a dozen, since I’d gone and 
made a scene. Whoops. 


Julia, for her part, looked properly embarrassed. Carla was still mid- 
cringe. Emma recovered more gracefully. “I’m sorry about Julia, she 
doesn’t think before she speaks.” 


“Hey!” Julia yelled. 


“I'll get over it.” | had a feeling | was going to be getting a lot of 
mileage out of that phrase this jump. 


“Great.” Emma nodded like the matter was resolved. “Besides, you 
survived it, and that’s what’s important, right?” 


“My friends didn't,” | said before | could stop myself. Getting off script 
there, Kasey. |’d had a... well, not a plan, per se, but at least an 
outline of how I’d wanted a conversation with this group to go. Emma 
looked away awkwardly, giving me a chance to scan the crowd and 
confirm | had the audience | expected. There, /urking in the back like 
a shadow. How appropriate. | cleared my throat. “Anyway, I’m Kasey 
Hudson. The tactless one is Julia. You’re...?” 


“Emma. Emma Barnes. You know Caroline-” I’d been close, at least? 
“-and this is Madison.” She waved at the one I’d mistaken for a 
freshman, who smiled and bobbed her head. 


“Nice to meet you,” | lied. “| oughta go, my sister will be waiting. Walk 
with me?” Emma agreed, and her shadow detached herself from the 
crowd as we headed down the hall. Caroline, Julia, and Madison 
went off on their own, which didn’t matter. | had the audience | 
wanted; it was time for a bit of theatre. “Do you know a gym with a 
large swimming pool?” | asked. “That isn't... ‘crowded’?” 


“Yeah, | know one. Membership’s a little pricey, though. You like 
swimming?” 


“No,” | said sharply. “Il wasn’t much of a swimmer before, and ever 
since the flood | panic at more than a few inches of water. | can’t 
even take a bath-it’s been showers only-and to be honest I’m not 
that comfortable being wet at all, anymore.” | paused as we pushed 
through the set of double doors out of the building, then pounded a 
fist into my palm. “And now that my life is finally coming back 
together, that weak-ass shit isn’t going to stand. I’m gonna swim.” 


Emma ate it up, but it wasn’t her | was putting on a show for. She 
hadn't introduced Sophia yet, but she’d continued trailing behind us 
even as we headed out into the parking lot, and | didn’t doubt for a 
second she was listening. 


“My parents have a membership at the Pacific Halo gym. It’s out on 
the west side of the city, on the other side of the hill. | can bring you 
along as a plus one if you want to check it out,” Emma offered. | 


nodded; that was conveniently close to my house. “Sophia and | go 
there sometimes-have you met Sophia?” Emma stopped walking, 
spun around and waved. “Sophia, say hi!” 


Sophia Hess stepped forward and suffered through Emma’s 
introduction. She offered me a handshake, which | accepted. She 
tried to squeeze my hand; | squeezed back. I’m pretty sure | won. 
“Nice to meet you,” | lied again. 


“Same,” she said, with equal sincerity, carefully not nursing her hand. 
“You really want to go swimming just to prove you’re not scared?” 


“Nah, | know I’m scared. That’s why | gotta do it. Can’t let the fear 
win, right?” Sophia nodded in what might have been agreement. | 
decided to gamble on overplaying my hand. “Do you do martial 
arts?” 


“What makes you ask?” 

“You've got a hell of a grip.” 

She snorted. “Show-off. Yeah, | do, a bit.” 

“They have sparring equipment at Pacific Halo?” 

“You think you can take me?” Sophia asked. She smiled; the glint in 
her eye made it scarier than her normal scowl. “Sure, let’s do it. I'd 
love to show you a thing or two.” 

“Awesome!” | pumped my fist and pretended not to notice the 
murderous subtext. “I’m new here, obviously, so | don’t have any 


after-school activities or-” 


A car horn cut me off. “Kasey! C’mon, let’s go!” The three of us 
turned to see Emily waiting in her car. And what a car it was. 


I’m not a car person. When it came to my own car, the only things | 
cared about were comfort, and it turning on when | wanted it to. | 
couldn't tell you the first thing about makes or models, what different 


engines or transmissions meant, or anything like that. All | knew was 
that this car... this car was one of the most beautiful machines | had 
ever seen. It was a convertible, sleek, painted a deep, vibrant red 
that seemed to glow from within. | traced my eyes over it longingly, 
starting at the front bumper, over the smooth curves of the hood 
where it accommodated the wheel wells, up the crystal clear 
windshield, into the voluptuously upholstered interior, back to the 
harsher yet still graceful angles of the rear body, and, lastly, down to 
the gleaming ruby taillights. Simultaneously angular and elegant, it 
made only a gentle purring sound as it idled in front of us; yet 
something about the shape of it promised speed and noise, like a 
runner on the starting blocks, like a lion opening its jaws to roar. 


| realized after a moment | was drooling, and hastily wiped my chin 
before checking to see if I’d bloodied my dignity in front of the 
school’s resident sharks. | hadn’t. They both had their eyes locked 
firmly on the sanity-destroying beauty of Emily’s ride. 


“Tomorrow, after school?” | asked. 

“Yeah,” Sophia said. 

“Guh,” Emma agreed. 

Neither of them had blinked since they’d set eyes on the car. 


| shrugged and hopped into the passenger seat, and Emily tore out 
of the parking lot with a rumble | felt through the seat as much as | 
heard. We split lanes like a motorcycle, slipping between cars in 
impossible ways and cutting through traffic like a hot knife through 
butter. The fact that this wasn’t accompanied by a cacophony meant 
that something was keeping people from noticing our antics, as well. 
“What the hell is up with this car?” 


Emily grinned. “It’s from a street racing jump, some game where 
your score was modified by how ‘cool’ your ride was. Max decided to 
go wild by taking the fanciest car in the game and putting as much 
emphasis on Style as she possibly could. More or less won 


everything just by showing up. | figured driving off in it might leave an 
impression.” 


“Yeah, | think it did.” | had to hold on to my bag as we swerved 
violently around a garbage truck. “Does that mean it’s not actually a 
great car?” 


“What do you think?” she asked as we blew through a red light, 
sliding between the crossing traffic like a ghost. A quick glance at the 
dash showed we were going just over a hundred and fifty miles an 
hour-barely a quarter of the way around the dial. 


“| think it’s literally magic. Do you just have it for the day, or what?” 


“Max has hundreds of cars. Well, not hundreds, but close enough. | 
asked to borrow it for a decade and she didn’t even blink. Besides, 
it’s Insured.” 


“How do you insure a supernaturally beautiful, magical, 
extradimensional car?” 


“Management.” 

“Oh. Right.” | spend a few moments just enjoying the ride as the 
wind whipped past. “You know they’re going to think I’m absolutely 
loaded now, right?” 


“We are. Even more so once things get going. Max will be collecting 
the bounty on the Nine pretty soon.” 


“Max’s going after the Nine?” | asked. 


“Not personally, but she’s going to claim the bounty when Snake 
catches up to them.” 


“Snake?” 


Emily took her eyes off the road to give me a hard look. “Don’t tell 
me you don’t know who Snake is.” 


“Are we talking Metal Gear? Solid, Naked, Venom-” 
“Solid.” 

| snorted. “Really? Solid Snake?” 

“You didn’t recognize him?” 

“Who?” 

“David.” 


“What?” What. “You mean | spent a month getting my ass kicked by 
Solid Snake himself?” 


“He was coddling you.” 


“That's not the point!” | had to wonder whether I'd ever stop being 
surprised by these people. On second thought, | hoped | didn’t; it 
was thrilling to learn who | had the privilege of traveling with. Then | 
realized that this was how Jennifer thought about me, and that was 
scary and also something precious that | would never, ever betray. 


Emily turned off the main street, and | realized we were already 
home; the drive had taken less than barely five minutes. She hit a 
button on the dash, and the attached one-car garage opened to 
reveal a massive space that | recognized as part of the Warehouse. 
We pulled in, hopped out of the car, and went through a door to end 
up right where we would have been if we’d actually come from the 
garage. Convenient. 


Emily set the bags of groceries she’d pulled from the trunk on the 
counter and started putting things into the fridge. | threw my bag on 
the table and picked up the conversation where we'd left off. “Okay, 
so Snake went in without powers so he could gank Jack and friends. 
That’s way off topic. Showing up in that car will have set some 
expectations.” 


“Is that a problem?” 


| gave it some thought. “Okay, how about this: what I’m actually 
worried about is whether we ‘make sense’. Does that make sense?” 


“No.” 


“Okay. Look. This is a pretty nice house-” | gestured to our pretty 
nice house, “-but does it look like the sort of house someone who 
owns that car would live in?” 


“Rich people are perfectly capable of living modestly, except for the 
few things they choose to indulge in,” Emily said dismissively from 
halfway inside a cabinet. “And we are rich, at least enough to cash 
the checks flaunting the car would write. Mom’s one of the top 
executives at the Palace.” 


| slapped a hand to my forehead. | knew where Mom worked, but | 
hadn't connected it to the jumpchain until Emily had mentioned it. “! 
guess.” | sighed and stretched. “So,” | said, switching topics, “I can 
‘rotate’ my gravitational mass to fall in directions other than down. Do 
you have any idea what rotating my inertial mass in the same way 
would do? | can feel the option to try it.” 


Emily closed the cabinet with a click, then folded the paper bags up 
and placed them in another cabinet. “No,” she said slowly, then 
added, “Don’t try it in the house.” 


“| won’t. Messing around like that was how | wrecked myself 
yesterday.” 


“I’m not surprised. If you’re going to be hanging out with your friends 
after school, should | still pick you up?” 


“Nah. We won't all fit in the car.” 
“We have other cars,” she said. 
“| think that would raise more questions than | want to answer.” 


“Suit yourself.” 


“| appreciate the offer though,” | reassured her. “And thanks for the 
ride today, by the way.” | headed for the stairs. 


“Can | ask you something?” 
| stopped and turned around so we were facing each other. “Shoot.” 


“When Max said you’d be mostly hanging out with the local 
characters, | didn’t think she meant those two.” 


“Ah.” | could definitely understand that. “Il mean, it wasn’t exactly a 
priority, but | did consider what I'd do if they approached me. I’m... 
curious, | guess? | mean, they aren’t sociopaths. They have feelings 
and can form connections with others. They just... do monstrous 
things, because they need to affirm that they can. Honestly, | feel 
more pity for them than anything else.” 


“Do you think you can redeem them?” Emily asked skeptically. 


“No. Maybe? | mean... okay, maybe I’m playing God here a little. | 
might not be able to redeem them-no, | can’t redeem them. They 
have to redeem themselves. But, maybe... if | can nudge them onto 
the path, that’s not a bad thing, right?” 


“That’s...” she trailed off, considering. “Well, | Suppose | can’t fault 
the intent, and the approach isn’t unreasonable. Just make sure you 
manage your expectations.” She nodded to herself. “What are you 
going to do the rest of the day?” 


“Homework,” | said, and headed upstairs to practice the unlocking 
charm. 


AN: | have a soft spot for Sophia, even canon Sophia, because when 
| read between the lines | see a character who could have been 
given a sympathetic backstory and redemption arc if the story had 
gone that way. She doesn't get one, and maybe she doesn't deserve 
one, but she had the potential to be at least as interesting a 


character as Taylor herself. The fact that the conflict moved beyond 
bullying meant that she gets shafted, hard, and it's satisfying to 
watch because she really is an unrepentant, evil bitch. I'm fascinated 
by her character anyways, though. Some of that may be because, 
during a discussion on Semblances, it occurred to me that my 
Semblance (or my Powers, in an AU where I'd triggered rather than 
just getting PTSD) could have been very similar to hers. But we'll get 
into my interpretation of her trigger much later. 
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| hadn’t expected much from the Winslow cafeteria in terms of food, 
and I'd still been disappointed. The sorry square pizza on display 
Monday had been about what | expected, and | was thankful I'd 
brought my own lunch. Usually, that would mean making myself a 
sandwich before school, but Emily had shown me | could be way 
lazier. Turns out our fridge worked almost exactly like the portable 
fridge that had saved my ass back in crazy-monster-girl-world, with 
the caveat that it always dispensed refrigerated food. Meaning it 
could dispense the same sandwiches we had in the lounge. 
Obviously, | took one of those to school, because | am a cheating 
cheater who cheats. 


(I'd asked Emily why she’d bothered stocking the fridge and pantry if 
we have access to unlimited magic food, and she'd pointed out that 
having a perfect bare kitchen would look far weirder than anything 
she might get up to with the car. I’d conceded the point.) 


As for the cafeteria dining space: it was a single, huge rectangular 
room that reminded me more of a gymnasium than an eating space; 
probably due to the harsh fluorescent lights and bare ceiling that 
exposed the sprinkler pipes. The lunch counter was along one of the 
shorter walls, and the tables, integrated table-benches that wouldn't 
have looked out of place in an outdoor park, were arranged parallel 
to it. The tables were in four columns, with three walking aisles 
between them; the outermost columns were shorter and ran right up 
against the walls. The size of the space would have made it a good 
space to hold school assemblies if the tables hadn't been bolted to 
the floor. 


| was eating my sandwich alone in the cafeteria the next day when 
Emma invited herself and her posse to my table. Speaking of Emma: 
I'd assumed that, as a sophomore, Emma wouldn't have any pull 


with the upperclassmen, and that Taylor’s assertion that Emma had 
the entire school behind her was an exaggeration. As it turned out, 
Taylor was closer to the truth, because as far as | could tell social 
circles didn’t divide among age or grade lines as much as I'd 
expected. Sure, most of Emma’s circle were sophomores, but 
Caroline and Vivian were both seniors who seemed perfectly happy 
just to be included in her little ‘court’. Reading between the lines over 
the next few days, | would come to the conclusion that introducing 
me was what had finally earned Caroline a seat at the ‘royal table’. 
Jostling for position within the group was a strange game of politics 
with no stakes and no quarter given. 


But that was later. At the time, | wasn’t sure what to expect from the 
conversation, but | needn’t have worried, because all Emma wanted 
to talk about was Emily’s fucking car. 


“What kind of car /s that?” Emma demanded, not for the first time. 
“| really don’t know,” | said, not for the last time. 


“| didn’t know you cared about cars,” Madison said testily. She was 
undoubtedly the least friendly of the three, which was surprising 
considering she was competing with Hess for the title. Maybe she 
was worried the wind was blowing against her? A mysterious 
transfer student arrives and instantly bonds with her... ‘friends’ is 
probably the wrong word. ‘Meal tickets’? Instantly bonds with her 
meal tickets, disrupts the group dynamic, and suddenly all anyone 
wants to talk about are the newcomer’s (presumed) interests... oh 
god, she thought | was a Mary Sue. And she was arguably right, too. 
Joke was still on her: | didn’t care about cars any more than she did. 


| tuned back in while Emma was gushing about the car again. “... 
had to have been there, Mads. | can’t possibly describe it to you. 
Kasey, iS your sister picking you up again today?” Emma asked 
eagerly. 


“Uh, we’re going to the gym after school, right? | told her not to pick 
me up.” 


She visibly deflated. “But you'll have to pay the bus fair,” she whined, 
as though she could argue me into having told Emily to come. 


“Like that’s a problem for her,” Sophia grumbled. “Why are you even 
here, anyway?” 


“What?” | asked. 


“Here.” She waved a hand at the room around us. “You're obviously 
rich enough for a nicer school.” Ah. It seemed the ‘expectations’ | 
had worried about were in play. Emily may have boosted my social 
standing, but it was equal parts obsession over her supernaturally 
sexy car and ‘let’s be friends with the rich girl’, which was... well, it 
was a shortcut, but nothing more. 


| had a ready explanation for my presence at Winslow. “No time to 
arrange anything else. | moved into town on New Year’s Eve.” | 
nodded at Emma. “What about her?” 


“What about me?” she asked defensively. 
“Your dad’s some hotshot lawyer, isn’t he?” 


“Oh, of course he is,” Emma said, preening at the recognition, “but 
really, this school isn’t that bad. I’m not planning on an academic 
career anyway, and I’d hate to leave my friends behind.” | choked on 
my food. It’s too bad your friend didn’t leave you behind. Luckily, 
Emma misinterpreted my reaction. “Sorry. | shouldn’t have 
mentioned... ugh, I’m such a drag.” 


“No, no. No need to tip-toe around me,” | said, waving her apology 
away. “I'll get over it.” Emma didn’t seem convinced, so | decided to 
change the topic. “Do you actually like my bracelets, or were you just 
breaking the ice, yesterday?” 


“Well...” Emma said cautiously, “they’re a bit... ostentatious? But if 
that’s your style, that’s fine. | mean, | wouldn’t wear them 
personally-” 


“They're tacky as hell,” Madison said. “They’re probably actual gold, 
too, right?” 


“Well, somewhat.” There were also partly lightning. 


“You don’t have to explain alloys to us,” Sophia said irritably. 
“Honestly, Hudson, you best be careful where you walk showing that 
kind of wealth.” 


“| can protect myself,” | said confidently. 
She smiled, teeth bared. “I look forward to seeing it.” 
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The Pacific Halo was a large, impressive building. The gym’s logo 
was, perhaps unsurprisingly, a stylized image of a barbell 
Superimposed over an erupting volcano, surrounded by a thick 
yellow ring; the words ‘Pacific’ and ‘Halo’ wrapped around the top 
and bottom of the ring, respectively. Since Sophia was Emma’s plus 
one, | had to pay $60 for a single day’s pass, which | did without 
comment. Hess didn’t say anything, but | could feel her eyes on me 
while | paid. 


I'd brought a swimsuit in my school bag that morning, and went 
straight to the locker room to change. Sophia and Emma were 
waiting impatiently for me when | emerged; apparently, my sloppy, 
self-administered exposure therapy was going to be a spectator 
sport. Which was what | had planned, although | was having second 
thoughts now. If | made a fool of myself here, I’d lose my best shot at 
connecting with either of them. At least Emma had decided to 
contribute by checking towels out from the front desk-I’d brought my 
own with the understanding that I’d be able to cheat, so it wasn’t 
nearly as large or absorbent as those on offer. 


I'd already given myself a bit of therapy over the weekend, starting 
with visualization exercises, and had gone all the way to joining 
Jennifer in her indoor water park the previous evening in preparation. 


It was nowhere near as comfortable or effective as having a proper 
therapist, but | wasn’t sure I'd be able to really open up to a therapist 
considering how weird my lives were; the fact that | have lives, 

plural, was just the start. The jump memories-and traumas-were 
significantly weaker in the Warehouse, as well, so | found myself less 
prepared than I’d have liked to face the large, olympic swimming 
pool. | probably would have stood there for ages if Sophia hadn’t 
been accidentally helpful. 


“Chickening out?” she asked mockingly. 


“No,” | said, Snapping out of my daze and stepping off the tile into the 
pool. 


The water was cold, colder than I'd expected, and | exhaled in 
surprise, which immediately lead to flailing as | fought my way back 
to the surface for more air. | emerged sputtering and gasping, and 
immediately swam over to cling to the edge of the pool for dear life, 
running through every mental exercise I’d ever learned to deal with 
the overwhelming panic. When that didn’t work, | pulled myself up 
and lay on the tiles, staring up at the girls standing over me. 


“The hell was that?” Sophia asked. 


“My first try,” | said from the ground. Safely back on dry land, the 
anxiety was already fading, helped by breathing exercises and 
tapping my fingers against my legs. When | was finally calm, | stood 
up and turned back to the pool. A glance over my shoulder showed 
both girls watching me dispassionately, ready to judge my next 
move. 


“| told you | was scared,” | said. “I didn’t come here because | had 
something to prove. | came here because | had something to 
change.” 

| stepped back into the pool. 
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| called it quits after about half an hour of increasingly longer 
sessions in the pool. | was most certainly not ‘cured’, but | could 
swim the whole length of the pool while ‘only’ feeling horrible, gut- 
churning anxiety, which was good enough for one day. 


I'd expected the girls to get bored of watching me enter and exit the 
pool, but they’d both stayed the entire time-though | think Emma was 
texting on her phone while | wasn’t looking. | have no idea what they 
thought of my floundering, but | don’t think | managed to deliver the 
lesson | was trying to demonstrate. 


It turned out Pacific Halo didn’t have any sparring equipment, so 
after I’d dried out and changed, we took another bus back into the 
city, to a dojo Sophia frequented on the edge of downtown. The 
proprietor was an imposing, bald black man Sophia greeted as 
‘Curly’. He showed us to one of the mats without comment, though | 
think | caught him giving me a pitying look for squaring up against 
Hess. 


My jacket, scarf, and hat went into my bag, along with my shoes, my 
watch, the bangles I'd been wearing as jewelry, and my jeans. I'd 
dressed for the occasion, so | was left in a sports top and shorts; 
Sophia had pulled her sweatshirt off to reveal much the same. 


“| hope you don't think I’m going to go easy on you,” she warned me. 
“Don’t worry,” | said. “I'll be sure to give you a chance.” 


We faced each other on the mat, gave each other the barest nod of 
respect, and went at it. 


Somehow, getting my ass kicked several times a day had managed 
to give me an inflated opinion of myself. I’d actually meant what I'd 
said: I’d been prepared to sandbag a bit to make sure | didn’t 
completely outclass her. | didn’t need to. | still won-I| was a year older 
than her, and perk-bought skill was overpowered even before further 
training-but | didn’t need to hold back to keep it competitive. Some of 
that, | could blame on needing to focus to make sure | didn’t use my 


power, even subtly, or reveal the strength | had from the previous 
jump. Some on the fact that this was the first time I’d fought as 
Kasey, and it felt a hell of a lot different than fighting as Cassandra; | 
was nearly a foot shorter than the statuesque amazon I’d been 
before. 


The truth of the matter was that Sophia was damned good at 
fighting. Neither of us were pulling our punches; we’d escalated to 
full-on brawling before the first point was scored. By the end of the 
fourth match, our knuckles were bloody, Sophia was nursing a split 
lip, and | had a bleeding gash above my eye that was making vision 
difficult. | slammed her into the mat with a bit more force than 
necessary in the hope that she wouldn’t push for best five out of 
nine. 


We stayed down for a moment before she tapped out. | released her, 
flopping into a sitting position on the sweat-slick mat, breathing hard. 
“Had enough?” | asked between puffs of air. 


“Yeah,” Sophia groaned. She hadn't gotten up either, only pulled 
herself to a sitting position facing me. “Emma! Towels!” Sophia 
caught her towel and water bottle easily, while mine hit me in the 
back of the head; Emma was playing favorites. | wiped the sweat off 
my face, frowning as | smeared blood onto the towel. That couldn’t 
be sanitary. “You’re paying for the towels,” Sophia said as she 
dabbed at her lip, and | nodded and started guzzling down water. 


“The first time, | wasn’t taking you seriously,” she said. “The second 
time could have been luck.” She poked at her lip and scowled when 
it kept bleeding. “Where's a rich bitch like you learn to fight?” 
“Mixed Martial Arts classes,” | lied. 

“Why, though?” 


“Dunno if you’ve noticed, pumpkin, but the world out there sucks.” 


She gave a huff of laughter as she stood up, still nursing her lip. 
Then she surprised me by offering me a hand; | took it, and she 
pulled me to my feet easily. “You’re pretty tough for a rich girl, 
Hudson.” 


| smirked. “Yeah, well, you’re a bitch, Hess.” 


She laughed and socked me in the arm. We grabbed our things, and 
| put Bangles on, as well as the watch that immediately started 
dispelling my tiredness and all the sweat and grime. As we passed 
the front desk, Curly tapped a sign that read “Bloody Towels: $5”, 
and | passed him a ten. That meant we got to keep the towels, which 
was handy, since Hess’ lip was still bleeding. We hadn’t put our 
clean clothes back on after the sweat we’d worked up, so neither of 
us were keen to head out into the cold January air. 


“You should call your sister to pick us up,” Emma suggested. 
“She’d have to bring another car. The convertible only seats two.” 


“She has other cars?” Emma asked eagerly, and | found myself 
sharing a suffering look with Sophia, of all people. 


“Is she going to be like this forever?” | asked. 


“You best hope not,” Sophia said. “If your sister broke my friend, 
we’re gonna have problems.” 
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Emily showed up in a perfectly mundane old minivan, to Emma’s 
immeasurable disappointment. She perked up a bit when | ceded 
shotgun, and began to pester Emily with an avalanche of questions 
about the Adonisean convertible. | didn’t pay attention to the 
conversation; | was busy sharing a contemplative staring contest 
with Sophia in the back seat. 


What had | accomplished today? I’d learned that doing exercises in 
the Warehouse to try to deal with my fear of water wasn’t as effective 
as I'd thought. I’d made a little progress on dealing with that fear at 
the gym, although | wasn’t sure it would stick. I’d beaten the stuffing 
out of Sophia, which had been fun in a way | wasn’t entirely 
comfortable with. 


What kind of impression had | left on them? None of the perks I’d 
taken came with tooltips. Did they see me as someone who wasn’t 
letting a traumatic experience keep her down, or an idiot flailing 
around in a pool? Sophia, at least, respected my ability to fight, but | 
wasn't sure if that meant she saw me as a potential friend, a peer, or 
a rival. Unfortunately, just coming out and asking would likely ruin 
any goodwill | may have managed to gain, so | sat in silence and 
dared Sophia to speak first. She did the same to me. 


| hadn’t gained any insight by the time we dropped the girls off in 
front of the Barnes’ house. We said our goodbyes and see-you- 
tomorrow’s, and | hopped into the front seat. “You hanging out with 
those two makes a little more sense now,” Emily said as we pulled 
away from the curb. 

“How so?” 


“| mean if your plan was to punch Hess in the face without 
consequences, you’ve succeeded brilliantly.” She shot me a teasing 
grin. “Well, not exactly ‘without consequences’.” 


“What do you mean?” 
“| mean you've made a friend.” 
“How can you tell?” | asked. 


“You two sitting in comfortable silence for a whole car ride didn’t tip 
you off?” 


“That was comfortable?” 


“Well, she was comfortable.” 


“Huh.” | suppose she hadn't been glaring at me; that was almost like 
friendship. “She doesn’t seem particularly thrilled that I’m a ‘rich 
bitch’.” 


“Her words?” 
“Yeah.” 


Emily drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “What’s your read 
of her?” she asked. 


“She’s... set, in how she sees the world. She hates people who let 
themselves be victimized. That much | knew from the text. 


“She’s also got a chip on her shoulder about rich and poor, which | 
didn’t expect, but isn’t terribly surprising, | guess? She said... | was 
tough, ‘for a rich girl.’ Scratch that; | think she’d assumed the rich 
have it too easy to be ‘tough’ the way she is, and | surprised her. 
What do you think?” 


“Sounds about right. What | felt coming out of Hess was mostly 
respect, and a little affection. Friendship, basically. No resentment, 
so | don’t think the ‘rich’ thing is an issue. Maybe a bit of admiration 
or wariness, but those can be hard to sort from respect.” 
“Empath?” 

“Yeah. It’s kinda loud, though, so | usually leave it off.” 


“Well, thanks for the insight.” Emily hummed an acknowledgment. 
“What about Emma?” 


“Two hundred decibels of lust towards that fucking car.” 
| laughed at her suffering. 
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School continued to be boring. The two bright spots were that none 
of the teachers seemed to notice or care that | wasn’t turning in half 
the work, and that Emma had gotten most of her interest in the 
glamoured car out of her system by Wednesday. Come Thursday, 
she was back to normal. 

Sophia, meanwhile, was significantly more subdued, and kept 
shooting me looks when she thought | wouldn’t notice. It was 
awkward as hell, because | Knew the reason, and there was 
absolutely no way for me to plausibly have any knowledge of it 
whatsoever. 

Max had set up a chat room for us on the Warehouse’s intranet, 
which | browsed when | was bored, and | happened to be online for 
the following conversation on Wednesday evening: 

EN: whos been hanging out with ss 

CR: Shadow Stalker? 

EN: yeah 

CR: | have 

CR: Why? 

EN: you trigger in a flood? 

CR: Yes? 

EN: k so 

EN: i got introduced to the wards today 

EN: and we must sound alike or somethg 


CR: | don’t like where this story is going 


EN: bc after the intro she came up to me and asked if id triggered in 
a flood 


AR: oh no 

EN: and i was like yes??? 

EN: how do you know that? 

EN: @AR yes 

CR: you too?? 

EN: she took of her mask and said hi im sophia 
EN: real smug 

EN: and i took off mine an said 

EN: im ellen. nice to meet you??? 

AR: oh no! 


EN: and she just stood there and stared at me 


00: oh god 

CR: oh boy 

RB: hahaha 

AR: :| 

00: thats hilarious 

EN: it was honestly p awkward 


CR: She’s going to be pissed 


In the end, | decided to bite the bullet and ask her directly. “Hey, 
Sophia, do | have a pimple or something?” | asked as | drew 
alongside her on our way to the cafeteria that Thursday. 


“Huh?” 

“You've been looking at me funny all day.” 
She looked away. “It’s nothing.” 

“Don’t bullshit me, Hess. What’s up?” 


Sophia glanced around, then pulled me to one side of the hallway, 
into an alcove for a pair of water fountains that probably hadn't 
worked in ten years. “How did you survive the flood?” she asked. 


| swallowed nervously. “I got lucky, | guess.” | said. I’d known this 
confrontation was coming, but it felt too soon. One week had given 
me barely any time to get a feel for Sophia as a person, rather than a 
character. | was out of time, though; Taylor should be coming back 
next week, and there wasn’t a chance in hell | was going to side with 
Emma and company over her. 


“That's it? Just luck?” Sophia looked at me like | was stupid-no, she 
looked at me like | was playing dumb. “You and your sister are both 
a-okay, when a flood kills everybody else?” 


“l-you-” | stuttered. “Emily was out of town, thank god!” If | dida 
mutual unmask, going in with the Undersiders in the future it would 
be a clusterfuck of epic proportions. 


“So that’s all there was to it?” she asked. 


“| mean, sometimes luck’s all you have, right? |... you saw me flailing 
around in the pool, it’s not like I’m a great swimmer.” On the other 
hand, this might be the best way to actually get Sophia to connect 
with me, and give me a proper inroad into actually trying to get her to 
let go of her stupid black-and-white interpretation of the world. 


“You were in the floodwaters, though?” she pressed. 


“Just say want you want to say, Hess,” | snapped. Back to the first 
hand, if Sophia knew, | wasn’t sure | could count on her to keep 
Emma out of the loop, and Emma was stupid when she let her 
emotions get the better of her; which was always, when Taylor was 
involved. 


“Look, Hudson, you seem pretty cool. Maybe even a little too cool. 
So | wanna know: was it just dumb luck? Are you the one-in-a-million 
kid who gets swept miles downriver, threading the needle through 
every piece of debris in the state?” Sophia leaned in to whisper in my 
ear: “Or are you a Cape?” 


She pulled away, and we stared at each other across the foot of 
space we’d claimed. | looked around; the hallway was almost empty, 
but there were still a few kids milling through. No one was paying 
attention to us, but that didn’t matter; some things weren't talked 
about in public, no matter who was around to overhear. 


| made a snap decision. 


“Not here,” | said. She nodded, and followed me back down the hall, 
up the stairs to the roof. | walked over to the edge and looked out 
over the drop. Sophia followed me, joining me at the lip to look down 
at the scraggly, unkempt lawn in front of the school. There was no 
one in sight; not surprising, given that the temperature was just north 
of freezing. 


“You're awfully comfortable following someone you think is a cape to 
a place like this,” | said. “Who are you?” 


“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Sophia asked with a smirk. 
“| can guess if | have to, Stalker.” 


“That's your guess?” she asked. She had a hell of a poker face, | 
had to give her that; if | didn’t already know the answer, I’d probably 


be wondering if I'd guessed wrong. 


“There aren’t that many capes in the city. You and the Empire go 
together like fuel and fire, and no one would start digging into a 
cape’s identity and then stand next to a three-story drop unless they 
were sure they'd survive the fall.” The lip surrounding the edge of the 
roof was only a few inches high. “I bet if | threw you off the roof you’d 
be back up here in a minute or less, ready to drag me in for 
attempted murder,” | continued casually. 


“Is it really attempted murder if you know I'll survive, though?” 
Sophia asked. 


The question surprised me. “Why do you ask?” 


“Because no one would start digging into a cape’s identity and then 
stand next to a three-story drop unless they were sure they’d survive 
the fall,” she echoed, and pushed me off the roof as hard as she 
could. Repeating my entire line ruined the element of surprise; I'd 
immediately upped my inertia a hundredfold, so Sophia only 
succeeded at knocking herself on her ass. | smirked and offered her 
a hand up, which she took grudgingly. “Shit. Should’ve known you'd 
be a brute.” 


“Sorry | lied. And I’m a breaker, actually.” 
“Lied?” she asked as she dusted herself off. 


“The other reason to stand next to a three-story drop is if you’re sure 
you’re not going to fall at all.” 


“You're a regular fucking comedian, ain’t you?” she snarked. 
“Breaker?” 


“Yeah. | can make myself immobile. Well, unaccelerateable, 
technically.” 


“Sheeet.” She drew out the word like a whistle. “Was that fight all 
you, then?” 


“| wasn’t going to use my powers in a spar against someone | 
thought was a civvie,” | said defensively. 


Sophia chuckled. “I would.” 


“Then you care too much about winning and not enough about 
learning,” | said. 


“The fuck does that mean?” 


“If | need powers to win a fight with you-a hypothetical you without 
powers, since you have them,” | amended confidently, “then I’m in 
trouble when | get into a cape fight, because | could be fighting 
someone equally skilled who can also teleport, or throw fireballs, or 
something.” 


“You got the ABB on the brain today?” 


“What? Oh, no, those were just the first two things that came to 
mind.” 


“If you say so,” she said doubtfully. 

“My point is, | need to be skilled enough to deal with the skills of 
whoever I’m fighting, in case | need all my powers just to deal with 
their powers. Does that make sense?” 

“Whatever.” 

| checked my watch. Lunch was almost half over. “We should get 
going,” | said, heading back towards the door, “but first, does anyone 
else around here know?” 


“You think | went and told someone about you in the last ten 
minutes?” 


| spun around and grabbed her by the neck; she barely had time to 
squawk in surprise before I’d taken her down onto the hard 
rubberized roof much the same way I’d driven her to the mat a few 
days earlier. “You started digging,” | growled, putting just enough 
pressure on her throat to make her extremely uncomfortable without 
actually cutting off her air. “I came clean. Now stop playing dumb 
with me.” | was faking my anger, which was lucky for both of us. It 
was hard enough to resist the urge to channel power through my 
bracelets when | was only acting, and I’m pretty sure the Divine 
Lightning would have literally killed her. Sophia’s hands beat 
uselessly against me for a few seconds before she gave up and 
slammed them down against the roof as she turned intangible, 
launching herself up and through me. She turned back to normal a 
few feet away, rubbing her neck but otherwise none the worse for 
wear. 


“Christ, Hudson, you have absolutely no chill when you go to throw 
down, you know that?” 


“When | ‘go to throw down’, it’s because | have to put a bitch on the 
floor,” | said. “Does anyone else around here know about you?” 


Sophia rolled her neck back and forth, considering whether or not to 
answer. “Emma,” she said at last. 


“She doesn't hear anything about me,” | said. 


“She’s not stupid,” she shot back. “What are we going to tell her 
about where we were?” 


“You'd better come up with something good, or I'll tell her you 
propositioned me, | accepted, and you’re currently wondering 
whether or not you have a hickey.” 


Sophia stopped rubbing her neck, eyes wide, then let out a cackle. 
“Oh, we’re definitely going with that! | want to see her reaction.” 


| laughed because | thought she was bluffing. She wasn't. 


“Where were you two?” Emma asked when we finally showed up to 
lunch, only twenty minutes before the bell. 


“Oh, you know,” Sophia said, exaggeratedly casual. “Around.” She 
leaned in closer to Emma and whispered, “Emma, quick: do | have a 
hickey?” 


“Hmm?” Emma looked at her, then at me. When | didn’t meet her 
eyes, she gasped. “Kasey! | should have known, the way you acted 
when we met!” She clapped her hands together. “You two will be an 
adorable couple!” 


Sophia sputtered and started frantically denying her own implication 
over Emma’s increasingly obnoxious enthusiasm. 


“I’m really not sure who’s fucking with who, anymore,” | said to no 
one in particular. This time it was Julia who gave me a look of 
commiseration. 
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School days passed with glacial slowness, yet somehow the week 
had managed to pass quickly. | had another sparring session with 
Sophia after school on Friday. She wanted to find a place to try 
fighting with powers, but | pointed out that a powered fight between 
us would be among the most boring things we could do, given that 
we could each completely no-sell the other’s attacks. Instead, we 
headed back to Curly’s dojo, where Sophia proved she'd learned 
enough from our previous session to score a couple points on me. 
We turned it down from our previous melee, so neither of us was 
bleeding by the time we called it quits. That saved me ten bucks in 
towels. 


Emma took Sophia, Madison, Caroline, and | to the mall the next 
day. Or perhaps | should say that | was badgered into taking them, 
since they were fairly transparent about trying to get me to pay for 
things. | paid for lunch (at Panda Express, because cheap food-court 
chinese-food chains apparently transcend dimensions) and a set of 


matching hats for us all (my idea; they were cheap, tacky, and fun), 
but was otherwise unyielding. | had no doubt they’d take a mile if | 
gave an inch. Implications of selfishness over how many clothes | 
was buying for myself were quickly squashed by the observation that 
| was still replacing what I’d lost in the disaster. 


Eventually, we called it a day and went out to the curb to be picked 
up by our parents and/or siblings. Caroline simply drove herself 
home. Emily showed up in that damned convertible, which thrilled 
Emma and left Madison a drooling vegetable. 


| arrived home with a full set of new clothes for everyday wear and 
the uncomfortable realization that I'd honestly had fun. Emma was 
likeable, honestly likeable. It shouldn't have surprised me; she 
wouldn't have gotten anywhere if she wasn't. But in the entire time 
I'd known her, the cruelest ‘joke’ I’d seen her play was trying to get 
Sophia and | into the photo booth for photos of our ‘date’ despite our 
protests that we weren't actually interested in each other. Sophia had 
been amicable since our spar on Tuesday, and downright friendly 
after our rooftop heart-to-heart. | didn’t have any classes with her, so 
| wasn’t around her that much during school, but she’d not once 
bullied anyone in front of me. The fact that | couldn’t spot any of the 
cruelty | expected of them was disturbing: either they were a far 
better actors than I’d given them credit for, | a worse judge of 
character than I’d thought, or my base assumptions were horribly 
wrong. 


Most of Sunday, | spent in the Warehouse with Jenn. I’d found 
myself thinking about her and her view of me a lot; | wasn’t the 
character-person, whatever-she was familiar with, and | probably 
never would be, but she knew that and didn’t care. She was ecstatic 
whenever | deigned to spend time with her, and whatever else | 
might feel, that was its own reward. 


Sunday evening, | costumed up and headed out into the city. | wasn’t 
automatically an outlaw just because I’d chosen to be a Villain, and 
really, | was planning to be an Anti-Villain at worst. | wasn’t out to be 
a Hero, though, so | wasn’t patrolling for crime or anything like that. | 


probably have stepped in if I'd seen a murder or something similarly 
heinous, but | didn’t, so | didn’t have to make that decision. Mostly, | 
just wanted to stretch my legs and go roof-hopping all over town. | 
didn’t see any other capes, and | don’t think anyone saw me; 
Brockton Bay was large, and smart capes laid low whenever they 
could. Which was a point against the heroes, now that | thought 
about it. 


The exercise helped me sleep, but | still headed to school the next 
day with a sick sense of foreboding in my stomach. It grew steadily 
larger through the day, as class period after class period went by 
with nothing happening. Taylor wasn’t back. Emma was charming. 
Sophia wasn't physically manhandling people. Madison was 
obsessed with the car. Everything was nice and normal and wrong. 


Until lunch. 


The first warning | had that things were changing was Sophia striding 
purposefully past me as we made our way down the hallway. | raised 
an eyebrow as she left me in the dust, body-checking someone out 
of the way as she passed. The victim didn’t have a backpack, and 
cried out in dismay as her books, pens, and papers went 
everywhere. | started grabbing as much of the fallen stuff as | could, 
even as other people trampled obliviously over it. 


It wasn’t until | went to hand the girl her things that | realized who 
Sophia had hit. There was no polite way to say it: Taylor looked like 
shit. She was gaunt, pale, and poorly groomed; there were bags 
under her eyes large enough to keep books in, and her eyes 
themselves were bloodshot and not-quite-focused. If | had to guess, 
she'd barely slept for the last week, and the look of fear she was 
giving me only made her look more disheveled. 


“Here you go!” | said brightly, doing my best to ignore her sorry state 
as | held her things out to her. Taylor stared at me, then at her things, 
clearly searching for the trap. “I’m Kasey. | moved here last week.” 


The fact that | was new gave her the confidence to reach out and 
take her things. “Thanks,” she mumbled, then turned and hurried 
away. 


“Nice to meet you!” | called after her. She didn’t react, and was 
quickly lost in the crowd. 


| grabbed my own lunch and stuck my head in the cafeteria. Emma, 
Sophia, and company were in what had become our usual spot, and 
were talking among themselves like usual. Taylor wasn’t there-or 
anywhere else | thought to check-and | didn’t want to associate with 
her bullies right now, so | ate my sandwich on the roof alone. 


“Where were you at lunch?” Emma asked me after school. She and 
Sophia had found me crouched in front of my locker while | struggled 
with my books. The tall, narrow lockers were far less convenient than 
the shorter, wider lockers | was used to, since they forced you to 
stack things. | could probably put a set of free-standing shelves to fix 
that, but given how engaged | was with my education, it probably 
wasn’t worth the effort. 


“| stopped to clean up Sophia’s mess,” | said while | struggled to 
remove a book from the bottom of the stack. | could apply my power 
to it, but if | wasn’t careful it might end up shooting across the room 
or something, so | was relying on pure baseline physical force and 
getting nowhere. 


Emma didn’t respond immediately; | think she was looking at Sophia 
for clarification, which she didn’t get. “What do you mean?” she 
asked. 


“She ran over some girl on the way to lunch and knocked her stuff 
everywhere.” 


“Ah. Tall? Thin?” | nodded at each. “Looks like a strung-out hooker?” 


“Come again?” | shot her a disapproving look over my shoulder. “She 
looked rough, yeah, but that’s uncalled for.” 


“That’s how she always looks,” Sophia said. “Don’t waste your time 
on her. She’s worthless.” 


“So you walk through her instead of around her?” Sophia didn’t 
answer, so | moved the conversation forward while | transfered 
books from my locker to the floor beside me like an incredibly shitty 
tower of hanoi. “Was she here last week?” 


| didn’t get a response until | turned around and stared Emma down. 
“No,” she said. | Kept staring. “Why don’t you ask her, if you care so 
much?” 


“Maybe | will.” | gave up and stuffed the displaced books back into 
the locker, shutting the door and slinging my bag over one shoulder. 
It’s not like it mattered anyway. “Do you know where she disappears 
to? | didn’t see her at lunch.” 


“Did you really spend all lunch looking for her? You shouldn't bother,” 
Emma said. “She barely takes care of herself, and she’s a 
compulsive liar. You can’t trust anything she says.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yeah. She’s constantly trying to get other people in trouble. She 
likes being miserable and wants to drag as many people down with 
her as possible.” 


“So she might, for example, claim someone body-checked her and 
sent her things flying across the hallway?” | asked, looking directly 
as Sophia. She stopped looking bored and starting glaring right back 
at me. 


“She should’ve stayed out of my way.” 


“I’m fairly certain that the person who can see the other is the one 
who’s supposed to yield,” | said. “Is this why she wasn’t here last 

week? Did you put her in the hospital or something?” | knew they 

had; | just needed to have a reason to know that before | could go 
on. 


“It was just a prank,” Emma said dismissively. “Honestly, it’s not our 
fault she couldn’t take a joke.” 


“Pranks are supposed to be funny.” Wow, deja vu. “To both parties. If 
the victim isn’t laughing after you reveal the trick, it’s just bullying.” 
Neither of them spoke. “What the fuck kind of prank takes someone 
out of school for a full week? You shove her in front of a fucking bus 
or something?” 


“We’re not trying to kill her!” Emma snapped. “It was a fucking joke. 
We stuck her in a locker.” 


“Is she claustrophobic? Because that would be as bad as pushing 
me off a pier into the ocean, and I’d fucking break anyone who did 
that to me.” | was surprised to realize that | really meant that. | could 
dismiss Sophia trying to shove me off the goddamn roof, but if she’d 
pushed me into the pool I’d have broken her nose. 


Sophia laughed. “We hardly have to worry about that. She’s too 
weak and scared to fight back. She just takes everything anyone 
does to her and runs off to cry.” 


| opened my mouth again, but my good sense made me stop to think 
things through. All week, they’d been actually, authentically nice to 
me. | could blame a certain amount of that on being able to present 
myself in a way | Knew would appeal to them, and more on the perks 
| had, but that didn’t explain the fact that they hadn't done anything in 
front of me until now. 


Wait. The perks. 


| hadn’t seen them do anything because | was warping their behavior 
just by being around them. | wasn’t sure if it was actually changing 
their base behavior or if they were moderating themselves because 
they had some sense | wouldn’t approve, but if | assumed that | was 
the cause of their good behavior, it explained a lot. 


The first question | needed answered was how it worked. Was it like 
some kind of subtle master aura, pulling people into alignment with 
my ethics like a needle in a magnetic field? The thought made me 
feel sick. No, | told myself, it shouldn’t be that powerful. I'd just made 
myself an attractive enough friend-mostly by virtue of being 
obviously rich, thanks Emily-that they'd put on the mask they thought 
would appeal to me. And it had worked. 


It also meant that my presence was causing problems with my 
measurements, but | didn’t have a solution for that. 


The silence had stretched long enough to be awkward, so | decided 
to make my exit. “So,” | said, looking at each of them in turn, “that’s 
who you are, when you’re not trying to impress the rich, naive 
country girl.” | turned on my heel and walked away, and neither of 
them moved to stop me. 


AN: It may not be attempted murder if you expect them to survive, 
but you could probably make a case for assault anyway. 


Chapter 8: Stalemate 


AN: The first scheduled update! [Fanfare] 
Chapter 8: Stalemate 


School had been a bit awkward after my ‘falling out’ with Emma and 
company. Being welcomed into Emma’s inner circle so readily had 
made me enough of a social fixture that tales of our ‘spat’ were 
nearly the only thing the ‘in girls’-as I’d taken to thinking of them as- 
were gossiping about the next day. We weren't fighting, exactly, but 
we weren't speaking, either, and | was back to eating alone at lunch. 
Sophia and | still soarred a few times a week after school, but it was 
more of a club activity than a friendly one. 


During school, Emma was content to ignore me, and | could guess 
why. Anything she could do with her well-established position, | could 
do by flaunting my wealth, so any social conflict would end with both 
of us destroying the other and someone like Julia laughing over the 
smoldering remains of the old social order. Not that | was willing to 
buy friends-I valued money more highly than that-but like any good 
cold war, the threat of force was what really mattered. 


Taylor remained elusive, and | decided to give her a bit of space 
before ambushing her again with my relentless good cheer. Winslow 
had only six class periods, compared to the eight | was used to; the 
only things | Knew about Taylor’s schedule were that she had 
Computers first thing in the morning, and World Issues fourth period, 
right before lunch. | could probably have figured out which 
classrooms she’d be in, since | knew what teachers she had, but 
while | was trying to figure out how to learn her schedule without 
anyone noticing | was curious, | realized | was well into ‘stalker’ 
territory and aborted the mission. I’d just have to keep an eye out for 
her in the halls. 


In the end, | happened to run into Taylor completely coincidentally; 
unbeknownst to me, our Sixth period classes were right across the 
hall from each other, and that Friday we exited the classrooms at the 
same time. “Hey!” | said cheerfully as | darted over to her. | saw 
Emma scowling at me from further into the room and made a face at 
her; the mind is a plaything of the body, and | cannot be blamed for 
my immaturity. “I ran into you on Monday, but | didn’t get your name. 
I’m Kasey!” | help out my hand. 


Taylor looked a lot better than she had on Monday. Her hair was 
properly washed and brushed, the bags under her eyes had mostly 
faded, and her color was back. It wasn’t enough to make her look 
good-that would take confidence and some properly-fitting clothes, at 
a bare minimum-but she didn’t look like she was about to drop dead. 
She did look like she thought | might be venomous. “Taylor,” she 
said, not taking my hand. 


“Nice to meet you, Taylor.” | gave up on the handshake and moved 
aside slightly to let her pass. She took the opportunity immediately, 
and had the poor manners to look unhappy when | kept pace with 
her. “You look a lot better today. Less sick, | mean.” 

“Yeah,” she muttered. 

“Have you lived in Brockton Bay long? I’m new here.” 

“Yeah,” she muttered. 

“| bet you know all sorts of things about the city, then.” 

“Yeah,” she muttered. 

Come on Taylor, befriending Sophia was easier than this. Oh, speak 
of the Devil. Sophia and Julia were blocking the way ahead of us, 


and Emma was behind us with ‘reinforcements’. This was about to 
get interesting. 


“Hudson,” Sophia said. “Hebert.” | got a nod of respect with my 
name; Taylor got a sneer. 


“Hess,” | responded neutrally. Taylor said nothing. 


“Do you always pick up strays, Kasey?” Emma asked from behind 
us. “It’s not safe, you Know. Some of them are feral.” | turned around 
to face her, but didn’t say anything. Her expression grew increasingly 
unhappy as | failed to react. 


“| should have known she was the bleeding heart type,” Julia said. 


“From the way we met?” | shot back before | could stop myself. 
Someone disguised a chuckle as a cough. Well, in for a penny... 
“How did that go again?” | put my voice into a stereotypical 
brainless-beauty valley-girl cadence. “Hey, new girl, is it ttuea 
supervillain destroyed your town and killed all your friends? What’s 
that like?” 


“| didn’t say that!” Julia stomped her foot. | looked at Sophia for 
backup, but she wasn’t doing anything but serving as a barrier, 
content to see how this played out. | found another witness instead. 


“Hey, Madison, what did she say?” | asked. 


Poor Madison wanted nothing less than to become a social 
battlefield. “Well, ah, it was two weeks ago,” she said weakly. 


“Honestly, Hudson, I’m trying to do you a favor here,” Emma said. 
“You don’t want to be near someone like her. People like that rub off 
on you.” 


| turned back around to look at her-being surrounded was annoying- 
which put Taylor in my field of vision. Fuck! I'd been so wrapped up 
in trying to get one over on them I'd forgotten who | was trying to 
actually help. And the best way to help Taylor right now was to /eave. 


“Listen, Emma. We got off on a bad start.” | nodded my head back 
towards Julia. “But | think we were friendly after that, right?” 


“Sure,” she said. 


“Great. Let’s keep it that way. We’re leaving now.” | threw an arm 
around Taylor and steered her between Sophia and Julia, making 
sure to keep myself closer to Sophia. Julia wasn't physically 
confident enough to try and stop us alone, and Sophia knew better 
than to try to hit me, so we were able to get through without incident. 
Once we'd turned the corner, | pulled up against the hallway wall to 
listen in. Taylor didn’t say or do anything, which made hearing the 
argument coming from behind us really easy. 


“Why didn’t you stop her?” Emma demanded. 


“Why are you asking me?” Julia yelled back. “Why didn’t you stop 
her?” 


There was a pause, and | strained to make sure | didn’t miss the 
response. “No use picking a fight over it when she’s gonna find out 
anyway,” Sophia said. 

Someone said something | didn’t catch. 


“Fuck off!” Sophia yelled. The three of them began talking over each 
other, and | couldn't pick more than a few swear words here and 
there. 


“Can we go now?” Taylor asked, so softly | might have missed it if | 
wasn't already eavesdropping. 


“Yeah, sorry, just curious how...” | trailed off. “Where to?” 
“Uh, could you just... let go? You squeeze kinda hard.” 
| let go immediately. “Sorry! | just-” | didn’t get a chance to make an 


excuse before Taylor rushed off. Damnit. No matter the perks, | 
seemed to be making an utter mess of things. | resisted the urge to 


punch a wall in favor of a more tempting target just around the 
corner. 


“Hess! Curly’s in an hour or you're a coward!” 
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Sophia had improved in her matchup against me; unfortunately | was 
in a particularly foul mood and wanted nothing more than to slam her 
into the mat over and over again. So that was what | did for most of 
an hour. 


“You've got... to be cheating... somehow...” Sophia panted after my 
sixth or seventh consecutive point. 


“No powers,” | mouthed. It was only technically true; | was cheating. | 
still had the low brute rating from the RPG and was wearing my 
magic watch, so | looked and felt relatively fresh while Hess was 
nearly spent. I'd made the fight almost entirely grapples, and while 
Sophia was damned good, she couldn’t keep up forever. The first 
few bouts, she’d put up a fight, but soon enough, fatigue had slowed 
her down to the point | could floor her without much resistance. So | 
did. Repeatedly. 


“Bullshit...” she groaned. 


“This is the power of the Dark Side, Hess,” | said, bouncing on the 
balls of my feet, letting her get up again. “Hate, anger, all that noise.” 


“Please. You’re about... as hateful... as a kitten.” 


“Wrong. You know what | hate, Hess?” | let her set her stance, then 
blitzed past her guard and slammed her back down again. The 
clearest indication she was running on fumes was that she tapped 
out promptly rather than trying to throw me the way she had in the 
beginning. | didn’t let her go immediately, though. “I hate bullies,” | 
murmured in her ear before releasing her and returning to my ready 
stance. 


“What... do you call... this?” Sophia wheezed. 


My mouth flapped like a fish. | dropped onto my ass, leaning back on 
my hands. “Shit.” Her wheezing turned into laughter. 


“See? This is the way the world works,” Sophia said, once she’d 
caught her breath. “You’re strong, you want to show you're strong, 
SO you go out and do it.” 


“| guess that’s why we're both villains, then,” | said. 
“The fuck-?” 


“That's classic villain thinking, Hess!” | interrupted. “They think, ‘I’m 
stronger than these people. | don’t have to follow their rules. I’m 
gonna do what | want and damn anyone who tells me to stop.’ It 
works great until someone stronger comes along. Sound familiar?” 


“That’s not it at all!” Sophia said. “Look: when things get bad, you 
either fight, or you roll over and die. Doesn’t even really matter if you 
win or not, as long as you’ve got the guts to go down swinging. If you 
can't do that much, you’re just a fucking statistic that hasn’t been 
counted yet.” 


“That’s your ‘two kind of people in the world’?” 
“Whatever.” She wanted to drop the subject, so | moved on for now. 


“You get along well with the rest of-” the Wards “-your club?” | asked. 
“They know how to fight, right?” 


“With pads and fucking training wheels.” Sophia shook her head 
dismissively, dreadlocks spraying more sweat onto the mat. “It’s all 
‘rules’ this and ‘regulations’ that. They don’t get it.” 


“But you're stronger than them, so you don’t have to follow their 
rules. You do what you want-” 


“Shut it!” she snapped. 


“Make me.” 

For a moment | thought she was going to stand back up for another 
round, but in the end she sagged. “Fuck off,” she said, without any 
real heat behind it. 

“Two kinds of people in this world.” 


“Huh?” 


“What’s your philosophy, Hess? What’re your ‘two kinds of people’? 
Predators and prey?” 


“Not quite.” Sophia waggled her hand in a so-so gesture. “Like, you 
think a deer is a prey animal, right, but a buck can seriously fuck up 
a wolf if it fights back. That’s the key. Survivors fight. Victims die.” 


“So if Hebert punched you in the face, you’d just accept her with 
Open arms?” 


She snorted dismissively. “Even if you could get her to try, which | 
doubt, she’d still fold in an actual fight. She’s too scared.” 


“You're wrong.” 

“Oh?” Sophia asked. 

| frowned, trying to find an angle that would work without claiming 
knowledge | shouldn’t have. “Fear isn’t the only reason someone 
won't fight. Hell, fear is half the reason a lot of people fight at all. 
Cornered rats and whatnot.” 

“Too weak, then,” she said. 


“If she was weak, she wouldn’t have come back to school at all.” 


“Nah. Skipping class would be doing something. She just keeps 
coming back like a lamb to the slaughter.” 


“Hmm.” | got up and tossed Sophia her towel and water bottle before 
grabbing my own, drinking deeply. “Pride,” | said. 


“Huh?” 


“Pride. She’s too proud to change. If she stops coming to class, 
that’s giving up. If she fights back, she’s admitting your way of doing 
things Is right.” 


“Whatever,” Sophia said, slightly more forcefully. This time, | didn’t 
push it. She groaned as she pulled herself to her feet, and we 
dropped our soiled-but-not-bloody towels off at the front desk before 
heading out towards the bus stop, spending the wait in silence. 
“What are your ‘two kinds of people’, Hudson?” Sophia asked as her 
bus pulled up. 


“Those who prey on those weaker than them,” | said, “and those who 
protect them.” | wasn’t sure which | was yet; as much as | wanted to 
think well of myself, I’d never had the power to do either. | selected 
‘Villain’ more for the people | wanted to meet than any real desire to 
do harm, but maybe that in itself said something about my priorities. 


Sophia shook her head. “The victims will die on you all the same,” 
she said. “No matter how many times you save them, they just go 
right back to where they were.” That sounds like fatalism borne of 
experience. Now wasn’t the right time to ask, though, so | simply 
nodded in farewell as she got on the bus. 
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| Kept trying to be friendly to Taylor every chance | got, but | was 
scared of coming on too strongly and pushing her farther away, so | 
didn’t make much progress. It wasn’t until the last day of January 
that Taylor said more than two words to me at a time, and it was 
mostly coincidence that made it happen: we'd both picked the same 
day and place to eat on the roof. | was surprised when the door 
opened just after I'd sat down, and turned around to find Taylor 
staring at me like a deer in headlights. | just patted the space next to 


me, and Taylor surprised me again by deciding to accept my offer. 
Maybe she figured there was nothing more to lose now that one of 
her hiding places had been found; | wasn’t going to question my 
good fortune. 


My third surprise was that Taylor was the one to break the silence. “I 
heard you were Emma’s friend,” she told me. 


“Past tense?” | asked. 


“Yeah.” She took out her own sandwich. “I heard you had a fight or 
something.” 


“Or something, yeah.” It was a fight the way the Cold War was a war. 


We ate in silence for a bit. “She was my friend too, once,” Taylor 
said. 


“Doesn't surprise me,” | said. 
“It doesn’t?” 


“Not really.” | was tempted to elaborate, but | had the feeling Taylor 
would react better to someone a little less forthcoming. It would take 
pressure off her to reciprocate. It also made me less likely to put my 
foot in my mouth. When she didn’t ask me to explain, | changed the 
subject. “What do you do for fun?” | didn’t actually have much idea of 
what Taylor liked to spend her time doing, beyond not being abused. 


“| like to read, | guess.” 
“Oh, me too! Fiction or nonfiction?” 
“Fiction.” 


“Literary or genre? | can appreciate good literary fiction, but | really 
like speculative fiction the most.” 


Taylor shrugged. “Literary, | guess? My mom was an English 
professor...” she trailed off. 


Remember when | said keeping quiet would make me less likely to 
put my foot in my mouth? That was working out just great. “I’m 
sorry,” | said. Taylor didn’t acknowledge me, just staring off into the 
distance while she chewed. “It’s your turn to ask me something,” | 
prompted her, before the silence could get too awkward. Hopefully 
letting her choose the topic would make it less likely to hit something 
she didn’t want to talk about. 


“What did you fight about?” Taylor looked surprised she’d spoken. 
“You don't have to tell me,” she added quickly. 


“No, it’s fine.” | paused as | realized that letting her choose the topic 
hadn't been a good idea either. “Actually, fair warning: you might not 
want to hear it.” 


“Why not?” 

“We were arguing about pranks.” 

Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “Pranks in general, or a prank?” 
“Uh... both?” 

“You heard what they did to me?” she asked. 


“| heard their version,” | hedged. | Knew for a fact that they’d left out 
the most heinous details, but | couldn’t source that knowledge. 


“Which was?” 


“That they shoved you into a locker and locked you in. | said that 
doing that to someone who was claustrophobic would be as bad as 
pushing me off a pier into the ocean.” | belatedly realized that Taylor 
didn’t have context for that, so | added, “I have a severe phobia of 
water, for context.” 


Taylor didn’t seem interested in my problems. “They said | was 
claustrophobic?” 


“No, that was-l was making the point that you can’t assume doing 
something to someone is okay just because you don't think it would 
be that bad if it happened to you.” 


She barked out a bitter laugh. “Nobody would think what they did 
‘wasn’t that bad’.” 


| Knew that, damnit, but I'd been talking about their edited version of 
the event. “I figured there had to be more to it, if it took you out of 
school for a whole week.” She shuddered. | moved to put my hand 
on her shoulder, but stopped when she flinched away. “You don’t 
have to talk about it, if you don’t want to,” | told her, although if she 
did talk about it | would at least be able to stop dancing around the 
issue. 


“I... yeah. Thanks.” 


We went back to silence, but | thought it might have been a little 
more comfortable than before. Taylor finished her sandwich before 
I’d finished half of mine. “Want some of my sandwich?” | asked, 
proffering the untouched half. 


She looked at me suspiciously. “No thanks. I’m good.” 
“If you’re sure.” 


“I’ve got more food.” Taylor opened up a zip-lock bag full of potato 
chips. “Why aren’t you eating in the cafeteria?” she asked. 


“Uh...” Fuck it, let’s try honesty. “| was wondering where you snuck 
off to during lunch. | knew the roof access doors weren't locked, so | 
checked up here. You weren’t here, obviously. It’s a nice place to 
eat, though, right?” 


“Cold, though.” 


“Yeah.” 


Munch, munch, munch. | finished my half a sandwich and started on 
the rest; | could survive on one-tenth of a normal diet, but there was 
no reason to limit myself. 


“Why were you looking for me?” she asked, once she'd finished the 
rest of her meal. 


“A lot of reasons. Curiosity. Concern. Because Emma told me not 
to.” That got a chuckle. “Why don’t you eat in the cafeteria?” 


“Because those bitches won't leave me alone,” Taylor said bitterly. “If 
| show my face in there, they spill juice all over me, or Someone 
‘accidentally’ knocks my lunch to the floor, or whatever they think of 
that day.” 


“That’s some bullshit.” 
“It’s true!” she yelled. 


“No, no! | mean it’s bullshit that they do that to you!” | held my hand 
up in a placating gesture. “No one should have to put up with that 
shit.” Poor girl was so used to people fobbing her off that she’d 
mistaken my sympathy for disbelief. 


Taylor glared at me for a few seconds before deflating. “You really 
got in a fight with Emma?” she asked. 


“It wasn't really a ‘fight’. More like a ‘falling out’.” 
“But you’re not friends anymore?” 


| frowned. “I mean, | guess I’m not opposed to being her friend in 
general? She can be really likable when she wants to be. But | don’t 
want to be friends with anyone who abuses people just because she 
can get away with it.” | looked up to find Taylor staring intently at me. 
“What?” 


“I’m trying to decide whether or not | believe you,” she said bluntly. 
“Oh.” 


“| mean, a month is a long time to fake not being friends just to set 
me up for something. Like eating something nasty.” She gestured to 
the second half of my sandwich, which | had nearly finished. “But 
you’re eating it, so it’s not like you tampered with it or anything.” 


“| wouldn't do that,” | said. Taylor ignored my interruption. 


“But... they would have had to have been planning...” she 
shuddered again, “... that since before the break. So | Know they’re 
willing to play the long game.” 


“She’s obsessed, isn’t she?” | asked. 
That shocked Taylor out of her monologue. “What?” 


“Emma. She managed to fool me for an entire week with her nice, 
everybody’s-friend personality, but the moment you came back she 
literally couldn’t restrain herself from starting shit.” 


“Huh.” Taylor mulled that over for a bit while | finished my sandwich. 
“Why did you move here?” she asked. 


“You mean why did | move to Brockton Bay specifically?” | asked. 
“My sister’s attending the university. | didn’t have anywhere else to 
go, after...” 


“After what?” 


| scowled. “Maybe there are some things that / don’t want to talk 
about.” 


“Sorry,” she said. | grunted. Figures. Taylor actually takes some 
conversational initiative, and manages to hit the biggest sore spot / 
have. 


| took a few keep breaths and then ripped the band-aid off. “My 
entire town was destroyed. I’m one of the only survivors. My mom 
and sister were out of town, but all my friends, my Dad... they’re all 
gone.” 


Taylor made a strangled noise. My sob story killed the conversation, 
and neither of us said anything for a while. 


“| think you’re the first person I’ve talked to since | got here who 
didn’t know that,” | said. 


“Really?” 
“Yeah. There was a lot of gossip when | showed up, | guess.” 


“Who would | be gossiping with?” Taylor asked. “It’s not like | have 
friends.” 


“What about me?” 

“We’re not friends.” 

“l’m hoping there’s a ‘yet’ in there,” | said. 

“Why?” Taylor asked, then pressed on before | could answer; “I don’t 
need your charity, or pity, or anything like that. | don’t want it. If 
everyone could just leave me alone, that'd be perfect.” 


“Sounds lonely.” 


“| don’t need friends,” she said stubbornly. “Why are you so set on 
being mine?” 


| sighed. There were a lot of ways | could answer that question. 
Some of them were believable, and some of them were true, but the 
two didn’t overlap as much as they should. “I... | was bullied a lot, 
when | was little,” | said. 


“You?” Taylor said dubiously. 


“Yeah.” She scoffed. “What?” 
“You're rich and pretty.” 


“That matters less than you think,” | said. It was tricky, trying to 
include the lessons I’d learned as Cassandra into the history of 
Kasey Hudson; the parallels only went so far. “Being pretty is more 
about how you dress and act than anything else. Plus, | got held 
back a grade-well, sorta.” 


“Sorta?” 


| nodded. It was something that seemed to have happened solely for 
congruity with my other life, although the circumstances had been 
wildly different. “Il have a twin, and she’s just... better than me, at 
most things. She skipped a grade in elementary school, and they 
figured | should as well, but... well, | couldn’t keep up. So technically 
I’m in the ‘right’ grade-I was young for my grade to begin with-but as 
far as most people were concerned I'd been kicked back. 


“I’ve been treated as the baby ever since, especially by Mom. We’re 
twenty minutes apart, but you’d think Emily was two years older, the 
way Mom acts.” | stopped as | realized just how much I'd said, and 
how bitter I'd sounded. “Sorry, didn’t mean to lay all that on you.” 


“That's some pretty shitty luck,” Taylor said without irony. It was my 
turn to scoff. “What?” 


“You went from turning green with envy to pitying me in under a 
minute.” 


“I... guess | did, didn’t I.” 
“Enough depressing shit,” | announced. “Are we friends yet?” 


“| don’t know. You’re so...” she trailed off, searching for the right 
word. She didn’t find it. 


“So... what?” | asked. Taylor shrugged. 


We were brought out of our reverie by the bell signaling the end of 
lunch. “Hey, Taylor, will you join me up here for lunch again? 
Tomorrow, maybe?” 


“Maybe,” she hedged. | considered that a victory, and was 
subsequently disappointed when she didn’t show up the next day. It 
was cold and occasionally wet, but | kept stubbornly eating in the 
same spot, hoping Taylor would decide to reappear. February went 
by without her. 
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| could have been more proactive in seeking Taylor out, but | was 
preoccupied by other things. Sophia and | were still sparing on 
Tuesdays and Fridays, and while it wasn’t as friendly as it had been, 
it was still more polite than the brawl we'd had the first time. At 
home, Emily was growing more taciturn by the day as she settled 
into old habits, rather than defaulting to her new, more personable 
identity; several times, | caught myself thinking of her as ‘Akemi’ 
when | ran into her around the house. | got a membership at Pacific 
Halo, for the pool, and actually started seeing a therapist for 
assistance with my phobia of water. As for my ‘extracurriculars’, | 
was struggling with the fact that while | had a frankly amazing 
costume, | still didn’t have a name. 


Coming up with a cape name is hard. Whenever someone debuts 
with a particularly groan-worthy one, there are a lot of jokes about 
how ‘all the good names are taken’, but that ignores a simple fact: 
there’s no actual requirement that cape names be unique. As long as 
you aren't infringing on anyone local enough or famous enough that 
people would’ve already heard of them, no one cares. The 
disambiguation pages on the more common names were more than 
thirty entries long. 


That certainly doesn’t mean people don’t try. Even if you’re not 
harboring the ambition to become a household name (on either side 
of the fence), having a name that’s yours carries a certain amount of 
respectability. Uniqueness had ruled out quite a few names for me, 


of which my favorite had been ‘Havok’. It could be as silly or serious 
as | wanted to play it, and suggested villainy without being blatantly 
edgy. Plus, it made sense even if you didn’t understand the 
reference, which meant it could be my own private joke. 
Unfortunately, there were more Havoks running amuck than there 
were States in the Union, so | kept looking. 


Cape names are also closely tied to the identity you want to present: 
a name that’s too grim or too cheery can typecast you into a role you 
don’t want to play. The same goes for heroism and villainy, silliness 
versus stoicism, and so on. Perhaps the hardest part of the equation 
is deciding how you want your name to represent your powers. 
Alexandria could've claimed the name ‘Indestructible Woman’ and 
lived up to it. Instead, she’d decided to name herself for a famous 
library, to emphasize that her mind was as immutable and unerring 
as her body. | thought it was perhaps a poor choice, considering that 
among other things the Library was famous for being destroyed, but | 
Suppose when you'd win a head-on collision with a continental plate 
you might get a little cocky. 


That was the logic that had me pouring over physics concepts 
looking for something that stood out. | considered variations on 
‘Kinetic’, including butchered spellings like ‘Kinetique’, as well as 
applying similar logic to other terms, but couldn't find anything | liked. 
‘Vector’ was closer to my tastes, but was too similar to Viktor to use 
in Brockton Bay. Damn Nazis. 


Sometimes you didn’t want to pick a name that’s too descriptive; if 
your name gives too much insight on your powers, you'll have a 
harder time keeping an ace up your sleeve, and your enemies will be 
better able to prepare against you. That ruled out anything ‘toon’-y, 
especially since an odd interaction between my power and Tools of 
the Trade meant | could pull just about anything out of hammerspace 
as long as | only needed to use it for a moment-the perfect amount 
of time for a visual gag, when | finally gave up and relegated myself 
to the local clown. 


In my opinion, the best names were things that only really made 
sense once you knew the power, rather than telling you about the 
power. Vista was the best local example of that sort of name. That 
was a lot easier to describe than it was to do, though. 


After weeks of agonizing over it, | finally settled on “Flux”. I'd been 
surprised that that name hadn’t been taken; | mean, | wasn’t the first 
Cape to ever called myself Flux, but the Parahumans wiki had two 
dead links to Flux (San Francisco) and Flux (Kearney), a stub on the 
late Flux (Milwaukee), and nothing else. It was as close to unused as 
a name that simple could be. 


There were also some interesting things starting to pop up in the 
news. A new independent team calling itself GUARD had been 
formed in Glendale, Colorado; the press conference featured a hero 
named Aspect, introducing his team with the mission statement of 
‘handling inter-regional threats throughout the country’. His costume 
was a fairly generic hero-blue body-glove with white and gold stripes 
down the sides, but | recognized Max from the way he spoke. The 
reaction was decidedly lukewarm until their first major victory two 
weeks later. 


‘SLAUGHTERHOUSE NONE’ was the page-filling headline of the 
New York Times, above eight artist’s-rendition mugshots covered 
with red ‘X’s. It had been a short but incredible bloody affair. GUARD 
had arrived on-site shortly after the Slaughterhouse Nine had 
attacked a town in Michigan, and the resulting battle had leveled the 
area and claimed the lives of two of GUARD’s founding members. In 
the end, the Nine had been killed nearly to the last: Jack, Crawler, 
Hatchet Face, Mannequin, Burnscar, Shatterbird, and Bonesaw were 
all confirmed dead. The Siberean hadn't left a body behind, but the 
fact that the tiger-striped woman wasn't carving a path through the 
heart of America in revenge for her team’s death was enough proof 
for most people that GUARD hadn’t missed her. Only the Nine’s 
most recent recruit had been spared: a formerly small-time villain 
named Sandstream had surrendered early in the battle, claiming-not 
unreasonably-that he had only joined under extreme duress. His 


mugshot was an actual photograph, and had a red ‘O’ over it 
instead. 


On GUARD’s side, they had lost a power armor tinker named 
Reinhardt, who | gave fifty-fifty odds of being the actual Overwatch 
character or Bob cosplaying for shits and giggles, and a woman 
named Kaleidoscope, whose identity was a complete mystery to me 
at the time. Max, as Aspect, saluted their courage at the press 
conference following the battle, while reiterating GUARD’s 
commitment to tackling the worst threats the American people faced. 


“You lost twenty percent of your members on your first engagement,” 
a particularly tactless reporter had asked. “Do you really believe you 
can continue to sustain such serious losses?” 


Aspect had responded harshly. “We can rebuild,” he’d said. “The 
Slaughterhouse Nine will never return.” 


PHO was abuzz in the aftermath of the Nine’s demise, having given 
it the rather tasteless title of ‘the Slaughterdome’. Some people 
claimed the Siberian was merely hiding, planning her revenge, but 
most people accepted the argument that the cannibal serial killer had 
never showed a hint of subtly before and was unlikely to start now. 
The only reason for the Siberian to hide was if GUARD had a way to 
kill her; and if GUARD had a way to kill her, it wasn’t unreasonable to 
believe that they’d managed to use it. 


There was a loud movement, which | quietly approved of, that 
discouraged dwelling on the Nine and instead focused on the two 
lost Heroes. It reminded me of the way people back ‘home’ would try 
to keep the names of mass shooters out of the news. “THESE ARE 
THE PEOPLE TO REMEMBER?’ were the watchwords of the group, 
and they popped up (often in all caps) in the comments on news 
articles and photos of the memorials. If this world had invented 
Twitter, it would have been trending all month. They only got louder 
once GUARD released the civilian names of the fallen heroes: 
Robert Bastille and Katherine Tanner. The announcement answered 
my question about who they’d been. 


There was also a lot of speculation on who GUARD would go after 
next; the Fallen were a popular theory, as were the numerous 
Gesellschaft offshoots that cluttered up the northeast seaboard, of 
which Brockton’s own Empire Eighty-Eight was but one example. 
There was a massive flame war over whether they would be able to 
go after non-US-based villains like Heartbreaker, with armchair 
lawyers getting themselves infracted or banned by the dozen. The 
point became irrelevant when Vasil was shot dead in early March, 
likely by one of us-but I’m getting ahead of myself, because there 
was another important problem | had to deal with: | was getting 
restless. 


Along with the powers themselves, all parahumans get some form of 
compulsion to use their powers. Usually, this includes a 
predisposition towards conflict; this didn’t necessarily mean violent 
conflict, but | was likely one of the ones who were biased towards 
violence, since my power let me take hits and survive. Violence and 
using my powers separately had worked for a while, but by 
Valentine's Day, sparring with Sophia and running around the city 
was no longer enough to scratch the itch. | needed a cape fight. 


| really, really, did not want to be in a cape fight. | knew I’d survived 
two different crazy fantasy deathworlds, and remembered fighting 
monsters and gods to the death and being the one to walk away. But 
those memories still felt less real than anything I’d experienced since 
| woke up on Bet, and | was still damned scared of getting into a real 
knock-down, drag-out cape fight. There were ‘rules’ to being a villain, 
but like all rules, people didn’t get punished for breaking them; they 
got punished for getting caught. 


You were ‘supposed’ to not go out of your way to kill someone, 
especially when they’re already down. Body counts attracted the sort 
of attention smart capes don’t want. On the other hand, a lot of 
powers are very, very easy to kill with. Who’s to say you didn’t end 
up mortally wounding the guy just trying to stop him from doing the 
same to you? 


You were ‘supposed’ to let your opponents go if they tried to retreat, 
since you'd proven you were stronger and could take what you 
wanted. Too bad a lot of villains weren’t the sort to stop and accept 
surrender once you’d pissed them off, and the frequency with which 
capes would refuse to swallow their pride and live to fight another 
day offered a lot of plausible deniability. Who’s to say the scorch 
mark that had once been another cape hadn't decided to fight to the 
bitter end? 


Obviously, heroes had to play by a much stricter set of rules-and 
were protected by a much stricter set in return, as the government 
had their back-but | didn’t really want to fight them. Actively trying to 
start shit with any of the established gangs was unappealing for very 
different reasons. Still, | needed to get into some trouble, so on the 
last weekend of the month | did something reckless: | headed to the 
Palanquin. 


AN: Another dialog-heavy chapter, with a brief glance at the wider 
‘chain at the end. 


As always, | welcome all comments. 


Chapter 9: Friendship 


Posting from a friend’s couch! Shoutout to him! 
Chapter 9: Friendship 


The best fake ID in the world wouldn't get Kasey Hudson in through 
the front doors of a nightclub, no matter how disreputable-and for all 
that it was owned by a group of villains, the Palanquin was a pretty 
classy scene. | went dressed to the nines in my cape costume and 
jacket, and the bouncer didn’t even ask my name before letting me 
through. Somewhat of a letdown, since half the reason I’d gone 
through the trouble to finally pick one was for this excursion. 


The club was crowded, but it wasn’t packed, so there was plenty of 
space to move across the dance floor to the bar on the wall opposite 
the entrance. | did my best to stay out of the way of the people 
dancing, but | also didn’t give an inch if Someone bumped me. Any 
anger people felt at running into a random wall in the middle of the 
floor dried up fast when they realized they were about to start yelling 
at a strange cape. The club’s security would step in fast if a fight 
broke out, but probably not fast enough to save your ass if you 
pissed off someone with super strength and a hair-trigger temper. | 
was almost disappointed that no one started anything, if only 
because | would have loved to laugh in their face and get away with 
It. 


Overall, I’d attracted less attention than | expected by the time | took 
a seat at the bar. Being all cape’d up raised an interesting question: 
how do you card someone when they’re specifically broadcasting 
their anonymity? The answer was simple: you don’t, and everyone 
ignores the problem. Mostly. 


“You old enough to drink, girl?” asked the bartender, a burly, graying 
old man who could have passed for a bouncer if he’d been a decade 
or two younger. I’m pretty sure that’s what he said; the music was 


loud enough that | was relying more on lip-reading than actual sound 
to understand him. 


“Nope!” | said cheerfully. “Gimme something fruity and virgin.” He 
mixed up some kind of smoothie-like drink; it was okay, but not 
amazing, and probably not worth the money. 


“Most people would have lied,” the person next to me shouted over 
the music. “No one’s gonna challenge it.” 


“Most people’ must want to get drunk,” | yelled back, then did a spit- 
take when | looked over at the speaker. 


“What? Something on my mask?” 


“Wondering how | missed you when | sat down.” It wasn’t too 
surprising that | hadn’t noticed; the pounding music and flashing 
lights were playing hell with my situational awareness. The frilly 
white and silver costume was splattered in distracting rainbow hues 
by the overhead lights, and the Venetian mask hadn't been visible 
from the back. | leaned in slightly closer and rested a cheek on one 
hand, obscuring my lips from other observers. “Bit of a shock to 
realize | sat down next to the second most dangerous master in the 
city,” | murmured at the top of my lungs. 


“That would be a bigger complement if there were more than two 
masters in the city,” Regent snarked. 


“Four, by my count,” | corrected. 


“Semantics.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Not that | want to be 
‘dangerous’, of course.” 


| nodded. “‘Effective’ is better. More success, less trouble.” 
“Good work earns more work, though.” 


“Of course, the Master creed: ‘why do yourself what others can do 
for you?” 


The joke fell flat. “You Know me, but I’ve never heard of you,” he said 
with a scowl. “Your costume says speedster, your attitude says brute, 
and your drink says poser. Who are you?” 


| bit back a sharp retort. “Name’s Flux. Just someone new in town 
looking for a bit of trouble.” 


“Looking for trouble, eh?” Regent looked like he wanted to say more, 
but instead grumbled, “Ah, hell, that’s my cue to leave.” He dropped 
a roll of bills on the counter and slouched off into the crowd. | tracked 
him for a few moments, then realized he’d seen something behind 
me before taking off, and turned around just in time to meet Faultline 
face-to-face. 


The owner of the Palanquin was a woman with an eye for practicality 
in her gear. Her ‘costume’ was half dress, half riot gear, featuring a 
bulletproof vest over a martial-arts-uniform-esque skirt that probably 
concealed more armor on her legs. Gray and black predominated, 
and her face was covered by a solid welding mask with a single 
massive rent for her eyes where the visor should be; the result 
looked like she’d narrowly escaped having her head taken off by a 
twelve-foot-tall cassowary. 


Faultline cut straight to business. “Don’t see many new faces 
showing up with a full suit like that. What’s your name, kid?” It was 
even harder to understand her than Regent or the bartender, since 
that damn welding mask muffled her voice and obscured her lips. | 
was really guessing on some of those words. 


“Flux. You must be Faultline.” | offered a hand, and she shook it; my 
opinion of her rose slightly when she declined to engage in any 
bullshit grip-strength posturing. In the background, the current song 
wound down and was replaced by something slower, although still 
bowel-shakingly loud. At least it was slightly easier to hear people 
talk. 


“New in town, or just passing through?” she asked brusquely. 


“New. Here to stay, barring unforeseen circumstances. Looking for a 
bit of freelance work.” | pulled out a card from my jacket, bearing just 
the name ‘Flux’ and a phone number. “I won’t answer; leave a 
voicemail with a way to contact you.” 


She took the card and crushed it in one hand; there was a brief flare 
of light before she dumped the resulting confetti onto the already- 
dirty floor. “We don't hire freelancers,” she said. 


Ouch. “You also don’t do jobs in the city. Don’t shit where you eat, | 
get it.” It was hard to read her under all that armor, so | had no idea 
how close she was to kicking me out-or kicking my ass. “But, | figure 
that might mean you need a little plausible deniability, sometimes. 
Keep me in mind?” | drew out another card and set it on the counter, 
playing it as cool as | could. 


“Look, kid, | don’t Know how things work where you come from, but 
that sort of thing doesn't fly around here. If you’d come here looking 
to sign up, we could have worked something out, but | run a team, 
not a temp agency. Your bravado isn’t making you any friends, 
either.” 


Part of me wanted to call her out over calling me ‘kid’ when | was 
older than she was, and | had to remind myself that | wasn 't- 
physically, anyway. Instead, | took a deep breath and set the card 
down on the counter calmly. “Didn’t mean to offend, ma’am,” | said, 
dialing the arrogance way down. “You've got a reputation for 
success, and | was hoping to share in a bit of that while | settled in. 
You're right, though, I’m not looking to join up.” 


“Well, if you do decide to throw your lot in with a team, maybe you'll 
keep us in mind,” Faultline said, picking up the card and tucking it 
into a pocket on the front of her flak jacket. 


| did my best to conceal my surprise at the sudden reversal in 
attitude. “I might,” | said, “but I’m not looking to travel too much.” 


She nodded in understanding. “At least we’re unlikely to meet as 
enemies, then. You seem an alright sort. Not many capes can keep 
a cool enough head to back down from a pissing match, especially 
teenagers.” 


I’m at least five years your senior, asshole. “| appreciate the 
sentiment,” | lied, “but if it’s all the same, could you turn down the 
condescension? You already called me ‘kid’ twice.” 


She snorted, which made a strange hollow sound inside her helmet. 
“If you’re mature enough to ask politely, | suppose | owe you that 
much. Hope you enjoy the Palanquin... Flux.” Faultline headed back 
towards the Staff Only door, pausing to exchange a few words with 
the bartender, and | turned back to my drink. It had already gotten 
watery from the melting ice while we talked. Oh well, | hadn’t been 
particularly fond of it anyway. 


“What's my bill?” | asked as the barkeeper passed by. 


“On the house,” he yelled back. | passed him a ten, hopped off the 
stool, and made my way out of the club, heart pounding. 


Intellectually, | Knew | hadn’t been in any real danger. Even if I’d 
offended Faultline enough to get myself thrown out, she was 
extremely unlikely to start a potentially damaging fight in the middle 
of her own club unless | escalated first. But facing down a cape in full 
costume was still a bit like staring down a lion. I’d kept cool as a 
cucumber during the confrontation, but once the moment had 
passed the adrenaline had made itself felt. | made sure to get out of 
sight before the shaking started to show. 


“Where have you been?” Homura asked neutrally when | got home a 
couple hours after midnight. 


“Palanquin.” | didn’t see any reason to lie; teenage body or not, | was 
a grown woman. | could damn well spend a night out, especially if | 
wasn’t drinking. She must have thought similarly, since she didn’t 
feel the need to critique my choices. 


“Anything happen?” 


“| think | made a good impression on Faultline, somehow. Oh, and | 
ran into Regent at the bar.” 


“One moment.” She pulled an item out of her shield’s pocket 
dimension and pushed it into my hands. “Hold this.” 


“What is it?” 


“Rolodex.” She stared at it for a few seconds, then took it back. 
“Thanks.” 


“Sure, no problem.” | had no idea what | had just done, and wasn’t 
particularly curious. “Goodnight, Hom-I mean, Emily.” 


“Goodnight.” 
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| felt much better the following week. The stress of mingling with 
people who had the power and/or authority to kick me across the 
room had satisfied my craving for conflict, at least for now. It would 
be back, and it would want more, but that was a problem for another 
day. 


Taylor finally showed up on the seventh; a Monday. The first 
‘warning’ | had that she was coming was the fact that the bugs that 
normally annoyed me on the roof were absent, but | only realized 
that in hindsight, after she’d pushed open the roof door. 


“You've been eating up here every day for a month,” she said. 


| didn’t bother asking how she knew that. “Il was hoping you’d show 
up,” | said truthfully. The statement made Taylor uncomfortable, but | 
figured bullshitting her wouldn’t endear me to her. She sat down next 
to me and pulled out a tupperware container full of salad. 


“How did it work, for you?” she asked after a few minutes of eating in 
silence. 


“What?” 


“You said you were bullied when you were young. How'd you make it 
stop?” 


“That’s a long story, if you’ve got time.” Taylor shot me a look that 
conveyed quite clearly that she had nothing better to do. “Right. 
Where should | start?” 


The bullying I'd had as Kasey had just sort of disappeared 
somewhere, like a dropped plot thread. My life back home would 
make a far better answer, although I’d have to fudge a few details. 
“When | was in middle school-! was probably twelve or so at the 
time-my parents saw that | was struggling to get along with other 
kids and put me in an after-school program for ‘poorly socialized 
children’. That mostly meant kids who were bullying others, rather 
than the kids being bullied. There are a lot of reasons kids become 
bullies. Some of them just don’t know how to act around other kids, 
so they become aggressive and confrontational. Some kids are 
taking out their insecurity or self-hatred on others, some kids do it 
because they need to feel like they have power or control. And some 
kids are probably actual sociopaths who just like causing pain, 
although | don’t think I’ve ever one of those. 


“Sorry, got off track. Back to my story: being put in a small group with 
four to six kids who were ‘poorly socialized’, mostly in the first sense 
of ‘didn’t Know how to act nice so acted mean instead’, was a bit of a 
trial-by-fire for me, but it taught me a lot about how to relate to other 
people, and how to not get angry when someone said or did 
something that was, well, ‘not nice’, for lack of a better word. In 
school, | stopped crying when they taunted me, so they didn’t have 
any encouragement to continue. More than that, | started engaging 
with the bullies socially. | acted like | was already part of their group, 
and they just adapted to that. | learned to laugh at myself, so when 
they made fun of me, they were laughing with me, rather than at me; 


and | learned how to tell those kinds of jokes, so they’d have to laugh 
at themselves, too. By the time middle school ended, the kids who'd 
bullied me in sixth grade were almost my friends.” 


Taylor hadn't reacted at all to my rambling, long-winded recounting. 
She eventually asked, “You just forced them to be your friends?” 


| made a face. “That makes it sound sinister. I’d say it was more of a 
‘fake it til you make it’ sort of situation. | acted like | belonged, and 
they decided to let me.” 


“And that worked?” 


“Yeah. It wasn’t easy, and | wasn’t perfect. | slapped a kid at one 
point. But eventually | managed to fit in.” | sighed. “I get the feeling 
that wouldn’t work for you, though,” | admitted. 


“Why’s that?” 


“Because you’ve been singled out. | wouldn’t have described my 
bullying as a ‘campaign’; it was just something they did because | 
was there, like kicking a rock down the road. Emma seems really 
focused on you, though, so what worked for me probably wouldn't 
work for you. Not reacting isn’t going to make her give up, no matter 
how long you last.” Taylor slumped as | finished speaking, curling 
into a ball around her chicken Caesar. Shit, that was her plan A, 
wasn't it? 


“| just want them to leave me alone,” she muttered. 

“| know,” | said. “Can | help?” 

Taylor shook her head. 

“Let me rephrase that. | want to help. Will you let me?” 


She stared at me for a long time before shaking her head again. 
“Why are you so...” She let the question hang unfinished. 


“Persistent?” | guessed. 


“Convenient,” she corrected irritably. “If | fantasized about having 
someone swoop in and save me from all this bullshit, it would be 
someone like you. Pretty much exactly like you. Rich, pretty, smart. 
Older and wiser. Protective.” Taylor’s gaze was intense, to the point it 
felt like | was being dissected. “You are too good to be true. Who are 
you, that you’re such a perfect answer to my problems?” 


“I... ?m Kasey.” Was | feeling killing intent from Taylor? | took a 
breath and rallied. “Maybe it’s because I’m such a good answer to 
your problems that | want to help! I’m trying to rebuild my life, you 
know! This is something | can do. At least one good thing can come 
out of all that shit.” 


She wasn’t impressed, but | carried on anyway. “I get that you’re 
suspicious-you’ve probably been burned before-but | swear to you 
that I’m on the level. I’m not here to set you up for a fall or take 
advantage of you. | want to be your friend.” 


Taylor kept staring, and | looked away rather than try to keep up the 
staring contest. When | finally looked back, she’d gone back to her 
normal, timid self, protectively huddled around her lunch. | went back 
to eating, and after a moment, she followed suit. 


“They're going to target you too, if they see you spending time with 
me,” Taylor said after we'd finished. 


“Let ’em try,” | said. 

“I’m not going to be a very good friend.” 

“lll be the judge of that.” 

“| don’t even know what friends do, anymore,” she whispered. 


“Well, then,” | said. “Do you want to come over to my house after 
school?” 


=== XSSXK S=X === 


| called Emily to let her know that I'd be bringing a friend home with 
me. | expected her to show up in the van she’d used back in 
January; instead, she showed up in a luxury car that, while lacking 
the absurd come-hither aura of that fucking car, was nevertheless a 
very nice, very expensive ride. This was a problem because Taylor 
emerged from her last period class covered in glue from head to toe. 


| whisked her back into the school building, into one of the 
bathrooms, and began sponging the glue off with wet paper towels. | 
absolutely cheated: the hand | was using to ‘steady’ her under my 
aggressive cleaning let me temporarily change the physics of her 
skin and clothes to repel the sticky crap, while my hand on the paper 
towel did the opposite. By the time | was done, she was as clean as 
if she’d never suffered the indignity in the first place; | was even able 
to get it out of her hair. 


“How did you clean that up so well?” she asked as | balled up the 
last of the soiled paper towels. 


“| was diagnosed with OCD in seventh grade,” | deflected. “They 
were able to mostly eliminate it, since they'd caught it before it could 
become ingrained, but | still have a few obsessive tendencies, 
particularly around stickiness. | hate having any sort of sticky feeling, 
especially on my hands.” It was all true, just completely irrelevant, 
but if she noticed | hadn’t actually answered her question, she didn't 
call me on it. | took her back out to the curb, introduced her to Emily, 
and we piled into the car and drove off. 


It took almost half an hour to get home, since Emily wasn’t using any 
magical traffic-ignoring properties this car may have had. We pulled 
into our entirely mundane, normal-dimensional garage, and | started 
showing Taylor around the house. Murphy saw to it that she 
immediately singled out the group photo I’d unpacked the first day I’d 
been here. “Who are they?” she asked, picking the frame up off the 
shelf. She was too focused on the picture to see the face | made at 
the question. 


“My friends,” | said simply, taking the picture out of her hands to hold 
it myself. Taylor stepped around behind me, using her height to peer 
over my shoulder. | pointed at the photo. “That’s Kevin, Rachel, 
Jack...” One by one, | named each of the dozen people in the 
photograph. All people I'd known back home, recreated with me here 
on Bet and then erased. | didn’t want to think too hard about what 
that meant, as far as how much this world had changed to 
accommodate me, and what sort of responsibility that left me with. 
“... and me,” | finished, pointing to myself at the right edge of the 


group. 
“You look happy,” she said. 
“We were,” | agreed. 


Taylor cringed. “Oh.” She hesitated, but ultimately asked, “Did any of 
them...?” 


“The flood got them all.” My eyes were dry, but my voice still 
wavered slightly. “This is all | have left of them.” 


Taylor reached out and put her hand on my shoulder. It was an 
awkward, uncertain movement with slightly too much force behind it, 
but she tried. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to bring up painful 
memories.” 


“I’m okay,” | said stubbornly. “They’re good memories, even if they 
hurt. | was lucky to know them.” | ran a hand over the photograph, 
leaving fingerprints on the protective plastic. “It helps to remind 
myself that they’re not really gone. I'll see them again someday.” 


“Uh,” Taylor said, and | mentally kicked myself for getting so lost in 
thought | forgot who | was speaking to. “My family... isn’t religious,” 
she said awkwardly. 


“Forget | said anything,” | told her, meaning it literally. | put the photo 
back on the shelf and wiped a finger under my eyes to make sure 
they were still dry. 


We spent an hour playing boardgames and talking about nothing. 
Music, books, current events; | did most of the talking, but | made 
sure Taylor was at least engaged enough to offer an opinion on the 
topics, moving on if she wasn’t. Time flew, and soon Taylor pointed 
out that she needed to be back by the time her dad got home from 
work. Emily took us both back into the city to drop her off at home. 


“If you’re the same age, why does only she drive?” Taylor asked me 
on the way. 


“Remember what | said about being the baby of the family?” 
She frowned. “That doesn’t seem very fair.” 


“She’s not serious,” Emily said from the front seat. “Kasey could 
borrow my car if she wanted. She just likes being chauffeured 
around.” 


“You have a car. | don’t,” | said. 
“| was away at college. You always borrowed...” she trailed off. 


| swallowed a lump in my throat. “I know, ’Ellie,” | said. “You know | 
love you.” 


“Love you too, nerd.” Taylor smiled at the byplay, and | grinned right 
back. 


=22XS=KS=X === 


| spent the next week encouraging Taylor to brave the school 
cafeteria. | don’t think she actually believed I’d be able to stop her 
bullies from abusing her, but by Friday she was sick enough of my 
nagging that she agreed. “It won’t be as bad as you think, trust me,” | 
told her as we sat down at a table along one of the walls, across 
from a couple of freshman who didn’t acknowledge our presence at 
all. | had my sandwich in one hand and a tiny compact mirror in the 
other; much more subtle than constantly glancing over my shoulder. 


“I'd think twice about that if | were you,” | announced to the air five 
minutes later. In the mirror, | saw Julia stiffen and glance at the open 
carton of milk in her hand, then spin on her heel and head back to 
her table. | used my power to flex the mirror, ‘Zooming in’ on the 
scene. After a few moments, Emma and Sophia stood up. “Don’t 
look now, but trouble’s coming,” | told Taylor. “We can leave, if you 
want.” She shook her head. “I’ve got your back if you want to speak 
up, but you don’t have to say anything. Just try not to panic, okay?” 
She was already panicking, but she nodded anyway; she was a 
tough one, no mistake. 


| relaxed slightly when | saw that neither girl had any food in hand, 
but that just made it less likely I'd have to physically restrain one of 
them from doing something stupid. Once they’d gotten close enough, 
| said, “I’d be very careful what you say around me, Emma.” Like 
Julia, the pair stiffened at my sudden address, but unlike her, they 
soldiered on. Taylor had turned her body around by this point, and as 
they closed the distance | did the same. 


“Neat trick,” Emma said. “You using a mirror or something?” 


| smiled sheepishly. “Got it in one,” | said, displaying the mirror for 
her to see. It was an actual accident that | reflected the glare from 
the overhead lights right into her eyes, but my apology wasn’t very 
sincere. “Sorry.” 


She clicked her tongue. “When | saw you back here, | thought you’d 
finally given up, but | guess you’re more stubborn than | thought. 
What made you think dragging her in here was a good idea?” 


| glanced at Taylor, but her expression was blank and unreadable. “I 
thought I’d be able to prove that she didn’t have to live in constant 
fear of harassment. | guess you just can’t control yourselves.” | 
deliberately echoed Emma’s wording. 


Emma sneered at me. “I don’t think you should be talking to me 
about self-control. How many pounds of mayonnaise did you put on 
that sandwich?” 


“| Suppose your model for self-control is your gag reflex,” | shot back. 
Taylor stifled a laugh. 


“The fuck are you laughing at?” Sophia demanded. She leaned 
forward; | put an arm out between her and Taylor, who’d made an 
‘eep’ noise at the blatant threat display. 


“Back off.” To Taylor’s visible surprise, Sophia did. “Sorry, that was 
too easy,” | told Emma, which only made her more angry. “What | 
meant to say is: you could have kept me completely fooled if you’d 
just held back enough to not be a bitch where | could see it.” 


“I’m not trying to ‘fool’ anybody,” Emma retorted. “This is how the 
world works. Better people rise to the top. Her? She’s trash. You can 
lie to her all you want, but she doesn’t deserve anything but what 
she gets.” 


“How very fascist of you.” 


“Fuck you!” Emma pulled a hand back to hit me, but Sophia got a 
hand on her wrist in time. 


“You don’t want to hit her,” Sophia hissed. “Cool it.” Emma looked 
between Sophia and me. | could see the moment where she 
remembered how well I'd done against Sophia in a fight, because 
she flinched slightly before she lowered her hand. 


“Listen to her,” | said. “And listen to me. You may not be a Nazi, but if 
you’re going to start separating people into ‘worthy’ and ‘unworthy’, 
or talk about ‘betters’ and ‘lessors’, that’s not a good look.” 


“Some people aren’t worth the time,” Sophia said. “It’s not about 
race, for fuck’s sake. If you can’t swim, you’re gonna sink to the 
bottom.” 


“You mean you push me to the bottom!” Taylor yelled, the emotions 
she'd been holding back suddenly boiling over. “I can’t very well 
‘swim’ with you holding me down! You never-!” 


| wasn't fast enough to block, this time; Sophia stepped forward and 
sucker-punched Taylor in the gut as hard as she could. | had just 
enough time to get my hand on Taylor’s arm before Sophia’s fist met 
an immovable object. The crack of breaking bones was clearly 
audible. 


Oh fuck. | just did that. 


Sophia hissed in pain and clutched her broken wrist. Taylor recoiled, 
looking from her stomach to Sophia in confusion. Emma was 
completely lost. “The fuck?” she asked. “What the fuck just 
happened?” 


“Nothing,” Sophia spat. She was glaring daggers at me-she’d 
realized what I'd done. “Fucked up my wrist.” 


“Are you okay? How did that happen?” 


“Course I’m fucking okay,” Sophia said. “Just got sloppy, that’s all. 
Let’s go, Ems.” 


Emma sniffed disdainfully. “You won’t be laughing later,” she told us, 
before the two girls turned and left the cafeteria, probably heading to 
the nurse’s office. | stayed poised and confident until they’d 
disappeared into the crowd, then dropped my face into my hands. 

“| could have handled that better,” | said. 


“That was unpleasant,” Taylor said. | looked up to see that she still 
looked confused. “I think you hit a nerve there.” 


“So did you. Shit. | wonder if Sophia’s going to show this afternoon.” 
“Huh?” 


| shook my head. “Sorry, thinking out loud. We usually spar on 
Fridays.” 


Taylor’s brow furrowed. “I thought you weren't friends anymore.” 


“| don’t have to be friends with someone to spar with them. It’s not 
like beating the crap out of Someone is a very friendly activity.” 


“Then why...” she started to ask, then switched questions. “I didn’t 
imagine that, did |? She broke her wrist.” 


“| think so, yeah.” | sat there, waiting for Taylor to ask, to demand to 
know what the hell had happened. 


She didn’t. We spent the rest of the lunch period in silence, 
undisturbed. 


---X==X==X--- 


Sophia showed up to the sparring session with a cast on her wrist. 
“Hudson.” 


“Hess.” 
“’m not throwing any punches like this. Let’s walk.” | followed her out 
into the street. The temperature had risen a bit, but it was still cold, 


and recent rains had left puddles on the streets and sidewalks. “The 
fuck did you do?” she asked. 


“Something stupid,” | said. 


She snorted. “No shit.” We kept walking. “You said she was a 
breaker.” 


“What?” 

“You know... the cape.” 

Ah, so that’s how she was going to play it. “I did.” 
“Striker, too, huh?” 


“Yeah. What I-what she can do to herself, she can do to anyone she 
touches.” 


“Can she kill someone by making them too heavy?” she asked. 


“No. It works for them the same way it does for m-for her. She can 
still breath even if she’s unmoveable.” | hadn’t actually tested 
whether that applied to other people, which was just one reason why 
what I’d done had been stupid. I’d acted on instinct, trusted the 
mechanics of the power to make sure | didn’t accidentally kill 
someone with their own body mass, and the fact that I’d been right 
didn’t retroactively make it less of a stupid thing to do. 


“Huh.” Sophia didn’t say anything while another man passed us on 
the sidewalk. “Hebert knows what’s up, then?” she asked once he 
was out of earshot. 


“| don’t think | can hide it, if she pushes, but she hasn't yet.” 


“See what | mean?” Sophia asked. “Compare me and Hebert. | 
suspect, and | go straight to you. You actually do something to her, 
and she sticks her head in the sand and ignores it?” 


“You weren't exactly direct,” | shot back. 


“| was as direct as you can be, when you’re dealing with shit like 
this.” 


| frowned. “Fair enough,” | allowed. 


“Yeah. Identity shit is fucking weird. S’why we talk about things in the 
third person. Deniability, see? ‘Just gossiping.”” Sophia paused to 
see if | understood, so | nodded. “I beat around the bush a bit, trying 
to feel you out, but when push came to shove | asked what | wanted 
to ask. You think Hebert would push like that? You think she’d follow 
you up to the roof?” 


“| think she would, if she hadn’t spent two years learning not to 
confront anyone.” 


Sophia snickered. “I bet she’d follow you off the roof if you asked her 
to. She’s so desperate she’d do anything for the first person to show 
her even a lick of kindness. Like a lost puppy.” 


“You think that’s funny?” | asked harshly. “You think it’s funny that 
you managed to break someone down like that, to the point where 
they can’t have normal, healthy social interaction?” 


“That’s who she is,” Sophia said. “She was always gonna break. 
Don’t blame me just because | was the first thing that happened to 
do it.” 


| stopped and grabbed her shoulder roughly, turned her to face me. 
“She was right.” 


“Nh at-” 


“What she said, what made you hit her. She hit a nerve, didn’t she? 
You say victims like her always end up back in the same place, but | 
say you made sure to put her there, each and every time she started 
to climb out!” 


“You don’t know shit!” Sophia yelled. 


“What's wrong? You don’t want to think about the fact that you’re the 
‘place’ the victim keeps ending-” 


“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” She slapped me as hard as she could with 
her good hand. | let it happen, took the hit on my cheek, turning my 
head with the blow and adjusting myself slightly to lessen the impact 
without bending like rubber or breaking her other hand. The slap 
rang like a bell in the silence that followed. 


| turned my head back to neutral with a grimace, rolling my neck as | 
did so. “Sore spot,” | said, massaging my cheek with one hand. 


“Shut the fuck up unless you want to get hit again.” 


“| didn’t break your other hand. Don’t make me regret that.” 


We glared at each other for a few seconds before | stood down. 
“Who was it?” | asked. 


The question caught her off guard. “What?” 


“Who was it who wouldn’t stay saved?” Sophia bristled harder, which 
| didn’t think was possible. | took half a step back; not in retreat, but 
to settle into my stance. It wasn’t necessary; she turned away and 
resumed her walk down the street, and | followed a step behind her. 


“You just can’t stay out of other people’s business, can you?” she 
asked. 


“I’m nosy,” | admitted. “Il shouldn’t have asked, though.” 


“Yeah, no shit.” 


Cass is finally starting to make friends and influence people. 


The Car (alternately that fucking car) is, to me, one of the funniest 
things in this story, which is really the only reason it exists. | forgot to 
point it out at the time, but its introduction in chapter 6 is hands-down 
the smuttiest thing | have ever written. 


I’m interested to hear what people think of my interpretations of 
canon characters: Taylor, Sophia, Faultline, etc. I’m trying to avoid 
falling into the fanon pigeonholes. 


While writing conversations with Taylor, | tried to keep track of her 
perspective even when | wrote from Cass’s/Kasey’s. Looking back 
on these chapters, | sort of wish I’d actually written Taylor’s POV 
down, if only because it would make an interesting ‘special feature’ 
or similar. | could go back and do it now, but | don’t think it would be 
the same. 


Chapter 10: Chat 


Chapter 10: Chat 


| slammed through the door with the force of a semi-truck. The pair 
of goons inside were still turning around when | sighted down the 
pistol and pulled the trigger; two shots each dropped them like 
abandoned puppets. Another one opened the door to my left, 
reacting to the sudden noise, and one failure-to-stop drill later | left 
three bodies behind, replacing the half-empty magazine as | went. | 
was tempted to go through the wall, now that the gunshots would 
have alerted everyone in the building, but there was only so much 
damage | was willing to do to the place. 


A hail of bullets greeted me at the next door, which was why I'd been 
careful not to be standing in front of it when I'd kicked it off its hinges. 
Rather than stepping into the doorway, | grabbed the doorframe and 
pulled, stretching the opening sideways and allowing me to fire one- 
handed through a gap that physically shouldn’t exist. Three of the 
fuckers dropped, but the last ran out of the room before | could sight 
on him, disappearing deeper into the building. | hurried after him, 
reloading as | ran, and burst into a long hallway with three enemies 
at the far end, including the runner. They aimed for center of mass; | 
dropped onto my back from a full sprint, sliding frictionlessly as | fired 
from a supine position. My aim was sloppy, though, and | had to 
fumble another magazine into the pistol before executing the one I'd 
only wounded. He’d still been reaching for his weapon, rather than 
trying to stem his bleeding gut wound like I'd expect a real person to 
do. 


“Cass?” Jenn called from the room behind me. “You in here?” 


“Yeah! I'll be right out!” | yelled as | pulled the AR goggles off. They 
only overlayed images on the visor, rather than creating a full 
environment; without them, the building looked almost exactly the 
same, except for the lack of bullet holes, blood, and bodies. The gun 


l’d been using had recoil, noise, and handling accurate to the Glock 
it was based on, but fired gooey, less-lethal training bullets that stuck 
to walls like paste; the resulting mess actually looked a bit like bullet 
holes from a distance. They still hurt like a bitch if they hit you, as 
David had demonstrated; immediately after showing me how to set 
up the course, he’d shot me in the gut with the training pistol (to 
demonstrate that | still needed to be careful), then manhandled me 
when | tried to smack him for it. 


The sim tracked me and my gun through cameras in the corners of 
the rooms, and where | fired by looking for the bright blue gunk. The 
enemies were virtual, so | wasn’t actually being shot at, but getting 
‘hit’ meant failing the course. We had a full holodeck, but it was 
always occupied, while I’d only seen anyone else in here once. The 
holodeck was a little uncanny-valley, anyway; it was too good at 
simulating people for me to be comfortable shooting up a place. The 
combat course enemies were still recognizably simulated. 


The building would reset itself the next time someone started a run, 
but | still picked up my brass on my way back to the entrance, where 
| found Jennifer hard at work setting the door I’d knocked off its 
hinges back in place. “Sorry about that,” | said. “I got kinda carried 
away.” 


“That’s what the building is for,” she said, stepping back as the self- 
repair magic-and-or-technology took over reattaching it to the frame. 
“What were you running?” 


“Beginner action-hero exercises,” | said. “Almost through the rookie 
courses.” Running combat sims with my powers helped a lot with my 
general restlessness. Emily had pointed the option out to me 
following my trip out to the Palanquin; | was embarrassed that | 
hadn't thought of it myself. | returned the goggles, pistol, and ammo 
to the racks in the course antechamber, and we headed out into the 
Warehouse proper. “What’s up?” | asked. 


“Max just got back. | thought you might want to catch up.” 


“Will you be coming?” 

“Am | invited?” Jennifer asked hopefully. 
“Absolutely.” 

“Cool.” 


The combat course was a couple streets away from the lounge on 
another side of the square, so we had a couple minute’s walk to 
chat. “Do all the potions in the pharmacy work?” | asked. “Like, 
outside their normal world?” 


“Well, yes and no,” Jenn said. “They work on us, but if you gave one 
to someone in the current world, it wouldn’t do anything. | have to 
brew potions from scratch in the world if | want them to work on 
people.” 


“Ah.” That was a pretty seriously limit on how effectively we could 
provide medical aid. 


“Yeah. We have some stuff that’s fiat-backed, if you really need 
emergency medical supplies, but otherwise you'll have to order them 
in advance.” 


| raised an eyebrow. “Order them, huh? From who?” 


“Me!” Jenn said proudly. “I’m the resident potions expert. You need 
something made, just give the word!” 


“| don’t suppose | could just ask for some general health potions for 
emergencies?” 


Jenn made a face. “Health potions are tricky. Worm doesn’t have a 
concept of ‘health’, you know, so anything | make is going to be a lot 
weaker than it should be. Stamina potions are a-okay, though.” 


“Why stamina, but not health?” 


“Cause caffeine exists, | guess,” she said, which got me to laugh. 


We were just crossing the main square when someone called out to 
me. “Rolins!” 


“Yeah?” | stopped and turned to see Kara Thrace leaning against the 
back of the fountain. Jenn waved goodbye and kept walking, leaving 
us to talk in relative privacy. Kara Thrace is talking to you. Be cool, 
Kasey! “Ah, hello. | thought you'd died.” 

“So?” 

“Huh?” 


“Is that a problem?” she demanded. 


“No?” This conversation was not going as I'd hoped. “I just thought 
you’d be out for the rest of the jump, that’s all.” 


“Frack that. | don’t stay dead.” 
“I... see...” | lied. 


Kara ignored my confusion. “Rimmer said you’d named your cat after 
me.” 


“I, uh, well...” | stammered. “I did ask that he not mention that.” 

“You actually named your cat after me?” 

“Yeah. Well, sorta? | named her Starbuck.” 

She snorted. “I thought he was kidding.” 

“Nope.” For some reason, | went on to volunteer, “I call her Buckles.” 


Kara gave me an odd look that | could only quantify as ‘disbelief’. “I 
ever catch you calling me that, I’m’a pop you in the frackin’ mouth.” 


“lll Keep that in mind,” | said cheerfully. 
“You're not supposed to be happy about that!” 
“Sorry.” 


Kara rolled her eyes and stalked off. | kept grinning as | made my 
way to the lounge. Being threatened with physical harm by Kara 
Fracking Thrace herself was one of the coolest things that had 
happened to me thus far, and | wasn’t going to ruin it by thinking too 
hard about that. 


“-genocide is a reasonable option,” Max was saying to Ace as | 
finally walked into the lounge. “Oh, hi, Cass. Kasey?” 


“Whichever.” | walked over and dropped into the couch across from 
Ace; Max and Jennifer had the armchairs on the other two sides of 
the rectangle. Zero was lying across Ace’s couch with her head in 
his lap, pounding away on a handheld game console, bare feet 
hanging off the side of the couch towards Jenn. “Hey, Max, Ace, 
Zero.” | got a couple ‘hey’s back. “What was that about genocide?” 


“| was saying that this is the first jump in which | was actually 
considering genocide to be a reasonable solution. Let me finish!” he 
said preemptively. “The problem is that even if we deal with Zion, 
there are still amoral, omnicidal space-whales flitting through the 
multiverse like planet-sucking mosquitoes.” 


“Do you have a way of affecting any of them?” | asked. “They’re way 
out there; even ignoring the distances involved, the dimensions 
they’re in may be well off the ‘human’ part of the multiverse.” 

“That is the problem,” he admitted. 


“Planning a Chichen Itza?” Ace asked. 


“Fuck no!” Max said immediately. 


“| didn’t mean literal ritual sacrifice,” Ace clarified, “| meant a general 
sort of universe-wide Entity-killing effect.” 


“I'd consider it if | had one,” Max admitted. “The problem is the 
outside-context downgrade. Obviously, there aren’t any ‘parahuman- 
like’ abilities that would let me do that, so | have to deal with the 
penalty. Trying to wipe the entities out would be extremely taxing 
without that; as it is, I'd need to find a way to pump five times as 
much power into any ritual or spell | might use, to make up for the 
point two multiplier. I’m not sure | can get that kind of power without 
dipping into some downright questionable sources.” 


“Questionable?” Jenn asked. 

“Evil,” Ace said. 

“Even if you drag Scion to the altar?” | asked. 

“| don’t think ‘love conquers all’ fits this situation,” Zero snarked. 


“Har har,” Max said. “To answer your question, Cass: as far as | can 
tell, entities have fuck-all spiritual weight. For all their world-shaking 
power, they have the souls of cockroaches.” 


“Because they’re not sapient?” | asked. 


He shrugged. “Probably. You know, now that I’m thinking about it, 
there actually is something that could solve this whole mess neatly. 
But | didn’t get it, because | thought I’d never want to use it.” 


“What are you thinking of?” Ace asked. 


“If I'd taken the ‘evil’ scenario from Dark Souls, | could apply the 
Darksign to Zion and use him as a sympathetic link to spread it back 
to the rest of the Entities. They all go hollow in a few months, and 
then wither away to nothing.” 


“I'd expect that to be worse than what we have now,” | said. 


“What do you think would happen?” Max asked 


“| have no idea, but | don’t think spreading the curse of undeath 
would ever improve things.” 


“I’ve got to agree with Cass on this one,” Zero said without looking 
up from her game. 


He shook his head. “Lordran was as fucked as it was because the 
fire was dying. The universe was literally dying of old age, with only 
the cycle keeping it on life support. By the time the Darksign 
becomes an actual issue and the Entities stop staying dead, the 
universe would have burned itself down to embers. We're talking 
trillions of years. If Multivac hasn't found a way to reverse entropy at 
that point, the entities are irrelevant.” 


“Would the Darksign even do anything before that, though?” | asked. 
“Yeah. It’s a constant spiritual drain, even while the fire’s lit. It’s much 
less severe, though; to a human, it would manifest like a mild form of 
depression, and could be alleviated the same way; hell, with the 
multiplier, it would hardly be noticeable. But the entities have such 
meager souls, they wouldn’t have time to adapt before they fell into 
the sleep of death until the end of time.” 

“None of that matters if you can’t actually do it,” Ace said. 

“Yeah. It’s all theory and no praxis.” Max took a deep breath and 
blew it out through pursed lips. “I hate the thought that | might end up 
leaving without a solution.” 

“A final solution,” Ace said neutrally. 

“| suppose | was the one who called it genocide.” 

“If you’re going to consider it, it’s important to call it what it is,” | said. 


“| know. | can’t rule out the possibility that there are sentient 
‘mutations’ of Entities out there, but | don’t think | can leave the 


entire universe to die, just on the off chance they exist.” 
“Wouldn’t that ruin the Darksign plan?” Ace asked. 


“Hmm. Probably. It wasn’t really a plan to begin with, though; more of 
a thought experiment.” 


“Do we make plans?” | asked, to polite chuckling. 


Ace answered, “It’s not exactly a plan in and of itself, but I’m moving 
up the PRT ladder pretty quickly. | was already on the short list for 
the Phoenix directorship when | imported; | think | can get the whole 
Southwest region under my belt pretty soon.” 


Max nodded approvingly. “Your organization perks will really start 
paying dividends when you've got whole states running under your 
watch.” 


“I’m not a governor,” Ace said. “Should | have gone into politics?” 
“| think applying your anti-corruption perks at a high level of office 
would drive the nation into toxic shock from all the liquidated 
officials.” 

“They don’t suddenly apoptosize!” 

“That would be fucking sick to watch, though!” Zero added. 


Max ignored her. “I was thinking more along the lines that having 
every corruption scandal happen at once would break the courts.” 


“That's probably true,” Ace admitted. There was a lull in the 
conversation; only Zero’s continued button mashing disturbed the 
silence. Jenn reached over to try and tickle her feet, and got kicked 
in the face for her troubles. 


Ace changed the topic. “What’s next for GUARD?” 


“Nothing, for a while,” Max said. “Right now we’re using disposable 
identities to try and put west Asia back into some semblance of 
order.” He yawned and stretched. “God, this place is a mess,” he 
groaned. “It’s been three months and | feel like we should be close to 
halfway done.” 


“You okay?” Jenn asked. 


“Don’t worry, I'll be fine. A lot of the pain on this jump is frontloaded. 
It'll get better the more S-Class threats we manage to drop.” 


“Oh, shit!” | said. “Il completely forgot! What happened in Canberra?” 


“We won,” Max said proudly. “Hard-intercepted her at high altitude 
and kept her away from the city. No dome going up this time. Still 

lost dozens of defenders in the fight, but by Endbringer standards 
the death toll was pretty low. 


“We might have been able to kill the bitch,” he continued, “but we 
didn’t have the contingencies set up to make sure another 
Endbringer wouldn’t appear, so we didn’t have a trap set up to keep 
her from fucking off back to high orbit. We’ll be ready for Levi in May, 
though.” 


“What sort of contingencies?” | asked. 


“We’re not completely sure why Behemoth’s canon death triggered 
more Endbringers.” Max raised one hand. “It’s possible it was 
specific to Scion being the one to kill it; Eidolon’s shard might have 
reacted to the knowledge that Scion had proven measurably superior 
to a foe Eidolon had faced a dozen times without success, tried to 
make sure Eid still got his fights in. The best case scenario is that us 
killing an Endbringer makes him relax with the knowledge that there 
are other capes out there who can pick up the slack his fading 
powers are leaving.” 


Max raised his other hand. “On the other hand, it might bother him 
that he’s fading out, being replaced by a new generation. Or maybe 


his shard will react badly to one of the Endbringers being killed 
regardless of how he feels about it.” He shrugged and dropped his 
hands. “The first contingency is making sure we have a close eye on 
Eidolon before and after the battle; Ace making Regional Director 
would put Houston under his watch.” 


“Houston is Southwest?” | asked. 
“Texas to Kansas to California,” Ace answered. 


Max ignored the interruption. “That only addresses the case that he’s 
subconsciously forming new Endbringers; trying to monitor the shard 
is going to be a lot harder. That’s the second contingency. The third 
contingency is that we need to be prepared for the possibility that we 
won't be able to actually stop a new Endbringer from forming until we 
see it happen once, which would be... rough.” 


“Couldn't you just kill that one, too?” Jennifer asked. 


“They adapt,” Ace and | said over each other. | motioned for him to 
continue. “Canonically, the Endbringers changed tactics after 
Behemoth’s death, making their attacks short and precisely targeted 
so that Scion wouldn't arrive in time to engage them. The Fourth 
Endbringer had a powerset specifically designed for hyper-mobility, 
creating a days-long hit-and-run fight that spanned continents.” 


“I’m not sure | want to see what the Endbringers would do against 
us,” Max said. “In the worst case, we could end up dealing witha 
God Hand situation.” 


“A what now?” | asked. 
“Needing a unique attack vector for every fight,” Ace explained. 


“In which case we have to stop them from forming before we run out 
of tricks, or we’re fucked,” Max continued. 


“So how do you stop them from forming?” Jenn asked. 


Max’s silence was telling. 


“Eidolon’s death would do it,” Zero said. The rest of us looked at her 
with varying degrees of shock and unease. “I’m not suggesting we 
just murder him-not until we’ve tried everything else we can think of- 
but if we gave him the choice, he’d be willing to die, right?” 


“To die for the sake of the world?” Max frowned. “Yeah. He’d 
probably accept that, | think,” he said grudgingly. 


“He effectively committed suicide when Scion told him,” Ace said. “If 
you explained the entire situation, | think stopping him from dying 
would be harder.” 


“Would him dying now would stop the Endbringers immediately?” | 
asked. Ace and Max exchanged a glance, and then shrugged. 


“Too many variables,” Ace said. 


“That sums up this entire mess,” Max said. “We need to doa 
traceback on Eid’s shard connection, see if we can figure out how it 
links him to the various powers it gives him. Then we need to find the 
shard responsible for the EBs and monitor that, both idle and during 
an attack, then see if it starts acting differently after we kill one of 
them. Then maybe we can actually form a proper plan.” 


“You have any idea how Eidolon’s shard actually works?” | asked. 
Max shook his head. “Nope. Do you?” 

“Well, it’s just a theory-” 

“’m running off fan theories anyway,” he said. “Let’s hear it.” 

| cleared my throat self-consciously. “Well, | always liked the theory 
that Eidolon got an ‘index’ shard, or at least a piece of one-a card 
catalogue, basically. His brain-dead agent grabs powers erratically 


from the list on the intact index fragment based on his current needs, 
sort-of ‘hyperlinking’ him to various other damaged or fading shards. 


| think the Endbringers come from one of those shards that kept 
running in the background.” 


“So he starts Endbringer dot ee-ex-ee by accident and it just runs in 
the background until Scion logs him out?” Ace asked. 


“| said it was just a theory,” | said defensively. 
“Sorry, | didn’t mean to criticize. It’s as good a theory as any.” 


“If that’s the case, we should be able to destroy the Endbringer shard 
without any backlash landing on Eidolon at all,” Max said. 


Ace nodded. “Unfortunately, if he’s not actually connecting to the 
EndShard, a trans-dimensional trace won't help.” 


“Not necessarily,” Max said. “We know there’s still a connection 
because the Endbringers changed after he died. It’s just not ‘active’.” 


“Point.” 


“There’s a problem with your Theory of Eidolon,” Zero said. She still 
hadn’t looked away from her game the entire time I’d been here. “It’s 
reasonable to assume the existence of a Shard Index, but it would 
be a Shard Index, not a power index. The Shards customize 
themselves to grant a subset of their abilities as powers during the 
trigger event.” 


“That’s true,” | admitted. “Well, it was just a theory.” 


“Depending on the nature of the ‘hyperlink’, as Cass put it, it could 
still work,” Ace said. “The shards might be treating each new 
connection as cause to reconfigure their ability subset.” 


“If that process is taxing, it would explain why the shards are running 
out of power so fast,” Max added. 


“| don’t think it is,” Ace said. “More likely, they’re just damaged, or 
they weren’t earmarked for dispersal, and weren’t ‘charged’ before 


Eden hit.” 

“Still, | like the sound of this,” Max said. “If you can get Lauren ina 
room with Eidolon for an hour, she should be able to get a good look 
at his shard and any connections it may have, see if we’re on the 
right track.” 

“Who’s she?” 

“Modulus.” 

Ace sucked in a breath through his teeth, then blew it out in a huff. 
“Putting an independent power copier in a room with one of the 
Triumvirate isn’t going to go over well.” 

“| wouldn't need your help if it was going to be easy.” 


“Course not.” Ace looked over at me. “How are things going in 
Brockton?” 


“Uh, good?” 


“If you need help, don’t be afraid to call,” Max said. “I know we just 
finished talking about some pretty high-stakes shit, but that doesn’t 
mean we don't have time to drop by.” 


“I’m always down for some violence,” Zero chimed in. 

“No, I’m good,” | insisted. “Nothing’s even happened yet.” 
“Homura’s looking out for her,” Jenn reminded them. 

“Doesn’t mean you can’t be preemptive,” Max said. “We're still in the 
phase where meta-knowledge outweighs the butterflies. Aren’t you 
forgetting something?” 
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“The Travelers,” Ace said. 


“Oh. Shit.” 


“Don’t worry. I’ve already gone a plan for them.” Max stood up and 
stretched. “Well, I'm going to get back to work. Good luck, 
everyone.” 


Ace said, “I! should get-” 

“Nope,” Zero said. 

“Honey, | have a meeting in an hour.” 
“Telecommute.” 

“Jenn, gimme a hand here?” 


Jennifer stood up, grabbed Zero by the ankles, and threw her across 
the room like an Olympic hammer thrower. Zero didn’t take her eyes 
off her handheld at all. 


aX S=K SSX +=2 


| spent most of the weekend in the Warehouse, burning off the 
nervous energy Friday’s encounters had left we with. It also let me 
run into Erin the next time she stopped by. This jump, Erin was Ellen, 
a woman in her late twenties with shoulder-length brown hair... who | 
had known as Miss Nolan, the school Science and Technologies 
teacher back in Wisconsin. She’d been on the road back into town 
after running off to purchase some props from Home Depot for her 
next period class, and found the entire town underwater. She’d 
triggered as a meta-tinker in her horror, and promptly ripped her car 
apart and created a search and rescue submersible. 


That explained Shadow Stalker’s earlier confusion: pitch and tone 
are simple enough to change, but we both had Wisconsin accents. 


Speaking of which: Taylor and Sophia both had my number. Neither 
of them called. 


| didn’t see Taylor at all the following week. | figured she was 
avoiding me, but when | met with Sophia on Friday for our third not- 
Sparring session, | learned she hadn’t been at school at all. “Maybe 
you finally scared her off,” she said. 


| didn’t try to hide how unhappy that thought made me. “You really 
think friendship is what would finally keep her away?” 


“It’s not just friendship, is it?” 

“What!?” No way did she just suggest that. 

“Chill, Hudson,” Sophia said sharply. “What’s the issue? You didn’t 
have a problem when Emma was playing at matchmaking us, so | 
know you're not a bigot.” 

“It’s not that!” 

“Didn't think so. You’re gay as a rainbow.” 

| coughed nervously. “... you’re not wrong.” 


“SO what's the problem?” 


| hadn’t minded Emma’s silliness because everyone involved had 
known it was a joke and treated it as such. Unfortunately, | couldn’t 
exactly explain the age issue. “She’s vulnerable.” 


Sophia chuckled. “You flipped out because you're going motherly on 
her, ain’t you?” 


“lam not!” | said. “Maybe,” | admitted. 


“That wasn’t what | meant anyway. | meant that she’s wondering if 
she’s been making friends with a big scary cape.” 


“She spent a full year with a much scarier cape as an enemy.” 


“Flattery won’t save you when this cast comes off, Hudson.” 


“How long is that going to take to heal?” | asked. 


“Already healed. Shadow Stalker needs both hands.” Sophia 
scratched at the plaster absently. “They actually made her slip into 
the same cast after her patrol. I’m gonna have this thing for a full 
month. | almost admire the lengths they go through to maintain this 
whole charade.” 


“Doesn’t make it suck any less, does it?” 
“Nope.” 


We arrived at an intersection and waited in silence for the light to 
change. 


“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” | said as we resumed our walk 
towards the bay. “I didn’t think it through.” 


“Lucky you,” she snarked. “Normally when | don’t think things 
through, I’m the one who gets hurt.” 


“That's harsh.” 

“True, though.” 

“As demonstrated by the cast?” 

“Bitch,” she said. It was almost affectionate. 


| changed the subject. “You really think Taylor would skip school just 
to avoid me, after everything you've put her through?” 


“You're asking me?” 


“| don’t have anyone else to ask.” That wasn’t completely true, but | 
didn’t really want to go to Emily with my social problems. 


“That’s pretty sad, Hudson,” Sophia said. 


“Fuck you.” 

“Not gay.” 

| shoved her irritably, and she shoved me right back. 

“You going to answer the question?” | asked. 

Sophia grumbled a bit, then said, “No, | don’t think she’d skip school 
just because her bestie accidentally outed herself as a cape.” | 
relaxed slightly at her words. “Actually... hit me with it?” 

“What?” 

“Whatever you did to her. | want to know what it felt like.” 

“We should probably stop walking, just in case,” | said. She nodded, 
and we stopped, stepping off the main sidewalk below the eaves of a 
watch repair shop. | grabbed her arm and gave her the same inertial 
inviolability I'd given Taylor, just for a split second. 

“Huh. Barely feels like anything.” 


“Hard to notice?” 


“Eh.” Sophia shrugged. “Not something I’d miss, but not, like, full- 
body weirdness or anything.” 


“You are the expert on full-body weirdness.” 


“Bitch,” she said again. | laughed and resumed walking, and she 
followed alongside me. 


The street was quiet, only a car or two a minute disturbing the 
silence. It wasn’t a particularly nice part of downtown, but it was still 
downtown, Protectorate territory. Windows weren’t boarded, and 
rarely barred, and the walls were mostly lacking in graffiti. Not quite 
home, but certainly not the docks. 


“It was my mother,” she said about a block later. 
“What?” 
“You asked who it was who wouldn't stay saved. It was my mother.” 


“Oh.” I'd forgotten I'd asked. “You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t 
want to.” 


“| mean, it’s only fair, since | know your trigger, right?” She shrugged, 
like it wasn’t a big deal. | wasn’t going to argue if she was willing to 
share, so | just nodded, and she started her story. 


“My dad died when | was very young. Too young to remember him, 
although Mom used to talk about him a lot. He worked construction, 
died in an accident on a build site. The company had cut corners, so 
they were liable for a load of cash. Mom was careful with the money, 
So we didn’t have to worry about affording food or clothes even 
though her job didn’t pay worth shit. 


“It was just the three of us for a while: my mom, my brother, and me. 
Then when | was in fifth grade, Mom meets a guy.” Her fists 
clenched at her sides. “She dates him, falls in love with him, agrees 
to marry him. Catches him in bed with one of her bridesmaids two 
weeks before the wedding.” We’d been heading east, towards the 
bay; a gust of cold ocean wind hit us dead on as though to punctuate 
her story, bringing with it the smell of salt and garbage. “Of course, 
there’s a massive fight. He apologizes, begs, promises it will never 
happen again, that it was a single moment of weakness. 


“Mom forgave him. They got married. She got pregnant. He had an 
affair with his boss’s secretary.” Sophia stopped and sat down ona 
bench in front of a shuttered law office. | joined her a respectful 
distance away. “They had another fight. Screaming, crying, 
threatening divorce. It lasted days. And in the end, she forgave him. 
He said he was in love. He promised to change, to go to therapy. 
Turns out those ‘therapy’ sessions were him fucking more women. 


“When Mom finally kicked him out of the house, | thought that was it. 
That she'd finally realized he wasn’t going to change. Then he came 
back a month later with flowers and chocolate, and she let him move 
back in. | begged her not to, told her he was just going to cheat on 
her again, and she slapped me. She never hit us, even if we 
deserved it-and we were right little shits, sometimes-but for him, she 
Slapped me!” Sophia pounded her cast-wrapped hand on the bench. 
“Ow!” 


“Sorry.” 


“Shut up.” Sophia shook out her ‘injured’ hand and dabbed at her 
eyes with her other. | didn’t remind her that she’d already admitted 
her wrist had been healed; if she wanted to pretend the wetness in 
her eyes was from pain, I'd let her. “Stupid. Should be used to this 
kind of shit.” 


“You break a lot of bones?” 


“| said shut up.” | rolled my eyes, but | shut up. Sophia took her time 
making sure her eyes were dry before she resumed her story. “For 
two years, it was constant, non-stop fights. He fucked every woman 
who crossed his path, and every time, there was a shouting match, 
Mom throwing things, him begging for forgiveness. She’d kick him 
out, he’d make a tearful apology, she’d let him move back, he’d 
cheat again. Over and over.” She swallowed. “Even when they were 
happy, | could never relax, because | knew it would happen again. It 
could happen any day, and if not then, then next week, or next 
month. | just wanted to escape, to get away from the fighting, the 
yelling, the anger, and one day | could.” She flickered for a moment, 
then carried on without noticing she’d done so. “The next time he 
cheated, | confronted Mom, told her I'd kill him if he came by again. 
She was terrified of me-I| might have been waving a knife around? | 
wasn’t in my right mind. Well, obviously he came around again, but 
this time she shut the door in his face.” I'd have expected her to say 
that with satisfaction, but she just sounded tired. 


“Sixth months later, Mom started dating another guy. Didn’t last long 
before she caught him in bed with some woman he’d met online.” 
Sophia shook her head sadly. “She forgave him. Twice. After the 
third time, she ran back into his arms for comfort. | didn’t bother 
trying to argue, because | realized it didn’t matter. If she finally kicked 
him to the curb, it would just be the same shit with some other guy 
instead. It was her who was never going to change.” 


Sophia was to my right, which meant | was properly placed to put my 
hand on her good one. She didn’t protest when | did. | wanted to say 
something, but ‘Sorry’ wouldn't cut it, so | stayed silent. 


| could understand now, why she hated the perpetrators even as she 
blamed the victims. Watching her mother go through the cycle of 
abuse, allowing herself to be drawn back in time after time; Sophia 
had been broken just as much as Taylor had. She’d learned a harsh, 
warped lesson, and taken it upon herself to instruct others. And I’d 
taken it upon myself to try to fix that, because | thought | was 
equipped to handle it. I'd never felt less prepared. 


I’m not sure how long we sat like that before Sophia broke the 
silence. “Do you really think people can change?” She asked. “You 
think you can get Hebert to shape up and stop being a loser?” 


“You can’t change people who don’t want to change,” | said carefully, 
“but anyone who's willing to learn can be taught.” 


“You think she’s willing.” 
“| do.” 
Sophia considered that. “Why doesn’t she learn?” she asked. 


She'd gone back to talking about her mother. “Some people don’t 
want to change,” | said. 


“Why? ” 


“| don’t know.” 

She glanced over at me. “I thought you had all the answers.” 
| said, “I just like to pretend | do.” 

There was another long pause. 

“You're trying to teach me too, aren’t you?” 

“I’m trying, yes. Are you willing to learn?” 


Sophia didn’t answer. But she still hadn’t removed my hand from 
hers, and | couldn’t help but see that as a good sign. 


oS) a 
| finally heard from Taylor on Sunday, while | was lying on the couch 
at home after starting on and immediately failing the Intermediate 
Action Hero Exercises. ? Turning in circles, been caught in a stasis- 
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“Hello?” 

“Kasey?” 

“Taylor?” 

“Yeah. Hi.” 

“Hi yourself.” 

There was an awkward pause. 

“| had the flu all week,” Taylor said. 


“Oh,” | said. 


“You sound happy about that.” 


“’m not happy about it!” | said. “Il... was worried you were avoiding 
me, though.” 


“Oh,” she said. 

“Was there something you wanted to talk about?” | asked. 

There was a Jong delay before Taylor spoke. 

“Are we going to eat in the cafeteria again tomorrow?” 

“We don’t have to. | shouldn't have pushed you into that.” It wasn’t 
just that | regretted the result; | needed to pay more attention to her 
boundaries. 


“| don’t mind,” she said. 


“It's your choice.” | sorta wished | was on a corded phone, just so I’d 
have something to fidget with. 


“Dad thinks | got sick because | was eating on the roof all week.” 
He might have a point. “Cafeteria, then?” 
“Yeah.” 


Surely she was going to ask about what had happened last Friday 
now, right? 


“Goodbye,” Taylor said. 

“Goodbye,” | said. 

The call clicked off. 

“Goddamnit, Taylor,” | mumbled as | put the cellphone away. “This 
can't be any less stressful for you than it is for me.” | stared at my 


purse for a moment, then took the phone back out and dialed. A 
male voice answered the phone. 


“Hello?” 

“Hello.” Did | have the wrong number? “Uh, is Sophia there?” 
“She’s not home right now.” 

“Oh. Would you tell her Kasey Hudson called?” 

“Sure. School friend?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Cool. I'll tell her.” 

“Thanks. Bye.” 

“Bye.” 


| put the phone down, only for it to ring again less than a minute 
later. “Hello?” 


“Hudson?” 

“That was fast.” 

“It’s called a cellphone, dumbass,” Sophia said. 
“You gave me your home number, dumbass.” 
“Because | didn’t want to be disturbed, asshole.” 


| rolled my eyes. “Well, now that you’re good and disturbed, can we 
have a civil chat?” 


“What do you want?” 


“Taylor’s coming back to school tomorrow. Can you keep Emma ona 
goddamn leash?” 


“Why should 1?” 


“Because | only have so much patience before | resort to physical 
violence, and | don’t think dangling her off the school roof is going to 
leave any room for reconciliation later.” 


Sophia made a noise that might have been laughter. “Don’t you 
dare.” 


“It’s not my first choice, believe me.” 


She muttered something | didn’t catch. “Fine. You work on making 
Hebert less pathetic, and I'll try to keep Emma distracted. She’s got 
a modeling gig coming up anyway, should be way easier than your 
job.” 


“Thanks for the encouragement.” 

“Whatever.” She hung up without saying goodbye. 
---X==X==X--- 

Lunch passed without incident. 


“| can’t believe they're staying away,” Taylor said. Sophia had kept 
her word; Emma was so distracted she hadn't even dispatched any 
minions our way. Or she was so eager for their attention they'd 
decided that hovering around her would score more points than 
wandering off on a Taylor-bullying mission. The amount of 
independent action her cronies were capable of varied widely among 
the group. 


“Confession time?” | asked. 
“What?” she asked cautiously. 
| double-checked that no-one was paying us any attention, then 


leaned in and whispered, “I called Sophia and told her to keep 
Emma on a leash this week.” 


Taylor’s eyes widened. “Did you really?” she whispered back. 

| grinned. “Yeah.” 

“And she agreed?” 

“She respects me,” | said without thinking. 

“Why?” Taylor asked. It wasn’t accusatory, the way she usually was 
when | mentioned associating with her bullies; she was actually 
Curious. 

“Because we fought and | won.” 


“When was this?” 


“First week after break, | challenged her sparring match after 
school.” 


Taylor gave me a flat look. “You’ve very confident.” 


“| didn’t realize exactly what | was getting into,” | lied. “I still won, 
though.” 


“And that’s it?” she asked. 


“She was pretty friendly after that, yeah.” | couldn’t be sure if she 
was trying to imply that Sophia had figured out | was a cape, or if she 
was just dubious about Sophia being friendly in the first place. 


Taylor was frowning in the way she usually did while she was 
thinking. “Do you think... no, nevermind.” 


“What?” 


“| was going to ask, if you taught me to fight... but | don’t think | 
could beat her, no matter how well you trained me.” 


I'd been planning to start with getting Taylor to stand her ground, but 
she was ready to skip straight to martial arts lessons. As proud as | 
was of her, | couldn’t help but wonder if her shard was pushing her 
towards it. 


| didn’t let any of my thoughts show on my face. “I know some pretty 
good trainers,” | said. 


“| bet.” What do you mean, ‘I bet’? Taylor was still frowning, which 
meant she wasn’t down thinking yet. “Do you think | could earn her 
respect?” she asked. 


“I’m sure you could,” | said firmly. “Do you want her respect?” 
“Would it stop her from bullying me?” 
“| can’t be sure, but... yes, | think it would.” 


Taylor looked surprised. “I thought you said your way wouldn’t work 
for me.” 


“This isn’t my way. Not even close. But it could be yours, if you want 
to try it.” 


She nodded. “I do.” 

“My house after school again?” 

“If that’s a good place to learn.” 

“We can make it work,” | said. “I just need to make a quick call.” 
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David was waiting for us on the porch when Emily pulled up to the 
curb. “This is David Kanes,” | said, stumbling only slightly over the 
fact that he’d actually ended up with an anagram of ‘Snake’ for his 


surname. | could see the resemblance, now that | was looking for it, 
but without the mullet I'd never have recognized him on my own. 


“Friend of the family. He got me started learning how to fight, way 
back when.” A year ago. 


“| got you started on learning how to fall,” he corrected as he offered 
Taylor a handshake. By the look on her face, he’d given her the 
squeeze treatment. “My friends call me Dave.” 


“Taylor. You live in Brockton Bay?” Taylor asked. 
Dave shook his head. “Boston, since oh-eight.” 
“What are you doing up here?” 


“Kasey called me and told me she wanted to help a friend, since I’d 
given her a few lessons back when | was still in the army. | told her | 
wouldn't trust her to train a puppy and drove on up.” 


Taylor looked at me questioningly. “Yeah, he actually said that,” | said 
with a scowl. 


Dave motioned us up the driveway. “I took the liberty of setting up 
mats in the garage. Let’s go.” We obediently followed him into the 
garage, where he’d nearly covered the entire room in gym padding. 
Then it was two hours of alternating instruction and Taylor getting 
tossed about like a ragdoll; when she needed a break, he threw me 
around instead. | tried not to be annoyed at the fact that Taylor was 
clearly learning faster than | had, which was a lot harder than it 
needed to be because David would not stop bringing it up. 


“You're doing great, kid. At this rate, you'll be ready to start learning 
some actual martial arts by the end of the week,” he announced as 
Taylor lay on her back, gasping for air. “I soent a whole month 
throwing Cass around and she barely learned a thing!” 


“As you keep reminding me,” | said testily. “And it’s Kasey.” The least 
he could do is actually call me by my current name, given that we 
were in universe at the moment. 


He shrugged. “Kid’s in a lot better shape than you were, Cassie.” 
“Are you serious?” Taylor wheezed. 


“Yeeup. She was weak as a newborn lamb. ’Least you’ve got some 
stamina.” Dave checked his watch, then blew the small referee-style 
pea whistle he’d insisted on using. “Five o’clock. Training’s over for 
the day.” 


“Five-!” Taylor shot bolt upright. “Oh, crap, | have to call my dad!” | 
hurried over to pull my cell out of my purse, but Dave had his out 
faster, courtesy of having actual fucking pockets. Taylor grabbed the 
phone and dialed quickly. “Dad?” She winced. “I’m fine, dad, really. 
I’m over at a friend’s house.” A pause. “... Anne Rose Hebert.” She 
rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. | made a new friend at school, and she’s 
introduced me to some of her friends.” | grinned and waved 
pointlessly. 


Taylor smiled at my antics as she listened to her Dad. “They seem 
like good people,” she said, dropping the bottom straight out of my 
stomach. 


Ah, the Danger Room Cold Open. Truly the laziest trick in the book. 
I’m a hack. 


There was quite a bit of “Who’s Kathrine Tanner?” during the 
February timeskip, so here’s the answer confirmed: It’s Kara Thrace. 
And speaking of Starbuck, what the fuck was her deal in BSG 


anyway? 
Zero’s playing Mortal Kombat on the Switch, if anyone cares. 


For discussion, | present the big one, the elephant in the room: my 
interpretation of Sophia’s trigger. Thoughts? 


Chapter 11: Fights 


Chapter 11: Fights 
“Something wrong?” Taylor asked. 
“No, why?” 


“You made a face while | was talking to my dad,” she said, “and now 
you’re driving me home.” 


“| didn’t want to disturb Emily.” She’d been working overtime the last 
few weeks, doing... | wasn’t actually sure. It was all in timestop; 
she’d walk out the door fully rested, then walk back in seconds later 
looking haggard. | wasn’t going to interrupt her sleep. “And when did 
| make a face?” 


“When | said you were good people.” 


I’d held out the faint hope that she hadn't been paying attention. 
“Well, that’s... something I’ve heard before.” 


“From a friend?” 


Not quite. “From someone you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley,” 
| said. It was technically true. 


| pulled off the expressway onto the main street leading towards 
Taylor’s neighborhood. Blocks passed in silence. Ask me about the 
damn cafeteria incident already! 


“How do you know Dave?” she asked instead. 
It took me a moment to remember the lie we’d come up with. “His 


older sister dated my dad in college.” It was conveniently 
unverifiable, not that | expected Taylor to do a background check on 


me or anything. Maybe | should; it didn’t look like she’d be bringing 
any of her concerns to me directly. “He could have been my uncle.” 


“Huh,” Taylor said. 


| took another turn, this time onto the single-lane road into the 
neighborhood itself. “You’re going to have to guide me from here.” 


“Left in three blocks,” she said. | nodded, drumming my fingers on 
the steering wheel. “Next street... here. Then left in two blocks. It’s in 
the middle of the block.” | followed her directions, and within five 
minutes I’d pulled up in front of a slightly run-down two-story house. 


Taylor didn’t get out immediately. She was frowning harder than 
usual, probably trying to decide whether or not to invite me in. | was 
tempted to say something about how her Dad was still waiting, but | 
restrained myself; she didn’t need more pressure to decide whether 
to introduce her strange maybe-a-cape friend to her family. “Thanks 
for the ride,” she said finally, opening the door of the car and 
climbing out. 


“Taylor, you know you can ask me anything, right?” | said. 
She stared at me for a bit. “Right,” she said, and closed the car door. 
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Taylor came by every day after school; now that her dad knew she’d 
be staying over, David kept her training until six o’clock. As 
promised, he started teaching her how to throw punches the very 
next week. “Now, the first thing you learn in martial arts is when to 
walk away,” he said. “You don’t learn Karate or Judo to get into 
fights. You learn it to defend yourself when you have to, and only 
when you absolutely have to. If someone’s not threatening you, you 
take whatever bullshit they’re throwing and thank them for it.” 


“| understand,” Taylor said respecttully. 


“That so?” he asked. “Too bad! I’m not here to teach that Jedi 
bullshit. I’m here to teach you how to fight. You need to break 
someone's face? Make sure it’s worth whatever comes your way, 
and | won't judge. Now, show me how you make a fist...” 


Two weeks passed, and | learned my new favorite thing about Bet: 
no one ‘celebrated’ April Fool’s Day. It was still a thing, socially, but 
no companies sent out prank newsletters or launched joke products. 
| didn’t have to write off a whole day as being nothing but stupid 
‘jokes’. 


Unfortunately, Emma didn’t stay distracted forever. The first | heard 
of her bothering Taylor again was a message left on my cell phone 
the following Wednesday. “Hey, Kasey? It’s Taylor. | won't be at 
lunch today. | got suspended.” Returning the call that evening gota 
curt notice from her dad that she was grounded. It sounded like he 
blamed me, and | had to admit he wasn’t exactly wrong to do so. 


| messaged David. “You had to give her permission to hit someone, 
didn’t you?” 


“She’s old enough to pick her battles,” he responded. 


Lunch was lonely without her, that week. | did see Julia walking 
around with a massive shiner, so maybe it was worth it; I'd have to 
ask Taylor when she got back. Until then, | had other things to worry 
about: namely, a very important meeting with destiny just after 
midnight on the eleventh. 
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“| want these kids dead, clear?” Lung snarled. “Not scared. Not 
humiliated. Dead. If you see one of the children, just shoot. Doesn’t 
matter your aim, just shoot. You see one lying on the ground? Shoot 
the little bitch twice more to be sure. We give them no chances to be 
clever or lucky, understand?” 


Was that the same speech Lung gave in canon? Yeah, he called 
them kids, but taking him literally was a bit of a stretch. It wasn’t like 
the Merchants or Empire only accepted adults! Assuming the targets 
of this little raid were innocent wasn’t just naive, it took willful 
ignorance. Another point in favor of the suicide-by-cape character 
interpretation. Hopefully Taylor was feeling better this time. 


Lung finally started to make his move while | was pondering, which 
meant it was almost time for Flux to make her debut. The butterflies 
in my stomach had vanished. | was suited up, kitted out, and ready 
to throw down. | was still totally unprepared for the massive swarm of 
bugs that hit the gangsters like a tidal wave. 


Are you fucking serious!? How the fuck had | not managed to 
butterfly this away? | mean, | hadn’t gone out of my way to make 
sure Taylor wouldn't be here; I’d just assumed that between my 
friendship, taking time out of her costume-making, and general 
chaos theory, she wouldn't be in this specific place at this specific 
time. But here she was, because apparently that’s just how things go 
around here! 


| sat back and watched. If | remembered correctly, things were going 
great for Skitter-Unnamed Bug Girl, | guess-up until Lung manages 
to hear her crunching on the roof. | look across to the opposite side 
of the alley, searching for the cape | assume is there. | didn’t find her 
until | activate the IR mode on the goggles; her costume was damn 
good camouflage. 


Lung setting himself and his friends on fire ruined the IR mode for 
me, so | switched it off and waited. | didn’t hear anything over the 
flames, but | could tell when Lung did. He roared, spinning around 
and leaping up towards the side of the building. | leapt as well. 


| eloow dropped on him while he was still climbing, hitting him at 
more than a hundred times my normal weight and mass. He went 
down hard, slamming into the ground face-first and making a dent 
deep enough that his back was flush with the surface. For a single, 
fearful moment, | thought I'd managed to kill him. Then he was 


digging himself out, clawing himself to his feet while sending a 
massive wave of fire at me. | ignored it, raising my specific 
temperature as high as it would go, and drove a super-massive fist 
into his chest. He responded by breaking half the bones in his arm 
punching me in the head; | was at maximum inertia and he still 
knocked me back half a step! Only my weird elasticity saved me 
from a concussion. | hit him in the head this time, and he went down; 
when he got back up, | knocked him down again with another 
headshot from my left. When he got up from that, | switched things 
up with an uppercut to his chin; using my power to decrease his 
mass on contact meant the blow tossed him into the air like we were 
in a fighting game. On his way down, | manifested a baseball bat and 
swung for the bleachers, hitting him hard enough to send him flying 
down the length of the alley and back out into the street on the other 
side. He slid to a halt more than a hundred feet away, shredding 
pavement at he tumbled, before he rolled back to his feet, screamed 
an unintelligible challenge, and barreled back towards me ata 
lurching but still terrifyingly fast pace. 


He never made it. A second before Lung would have hit me-and 
likely ruined both of our days-a monster the size of a minivan landed 
on him like he was a goomha, flattening him mid-stride. His forward 
momentum carved a trench in the pavement with his face as he slid 
past me out into the street. Another monster joined seconds later, 
and the two of them dragged him around the corner and out of sight. 
Half a dozen car alarms began going off in quick succession, only to 
fall silent as the collateral damage intensified. 


“Hey, Loony-Toons, up here!” | blinked rapidly, trying to restore my 
night vision after Lung’s fire had ruined it; above me, | could barely 
make out a shadowy shape against the night sky. | flipped my gravity 
around a bit and managed to come in for a mostly-controlled landing 
on the roof of the building. 


The Undersiders were all in attendance. Grue was in front, black 
smoke billowing off his signature motorcycle leathers. His costume 
wasn’t the best, but the darkness more than made up for it, hiding 


the cheap materials and making his skull-shaped helmet appear to 
float out of the gloom. Tattletale was right beside him; her costume 
was nothing like I’d expected. I’d imagined a black suit with purple 
highlights, but it was the opposite: mostly purple, with thick black 
bars meeting at right angles across the chest and stomach. The 
distance | was at was just right to see that they formed a pair of 
stylized ‘T’s, one upper case, one lower case; the eye symbol sat on 
the bar of the capital T. Regent, I’d seen before, although he looked 
a lot different in less colorful light. His costume was white and silver 
with white ruffles, all of which had been garishly painted by the rave 
lighting. He also had on a coronet that he hadn’t been wearing in the 
club, and carried his stun-gun scepter in one hand. Bitch... was 
Bitch; she looked like a homeless kickboxer with a cheap Halloween 
mask. Only two of her dogs were fighting Lung; the third loomed 
behind the group. The depictions of her dogs I'd seen tended to 
make them scaly and lizard-like, downplaying the body horror of the 
exposed flesh and bone; while | didn’t doubt the bony plates and 
calcified flesh were functional protection, they did little to hide the 
red, wet muscle underneath. It felt a bit like being menaced by a 
massive slab of raw steak studded with fist-sized gravel, witha 
gaping maw full of pointy teeth at the business end. 


Fay Skt Unnamed Bug Girl was standing across from them; she was 
impossible to read behind her mask. That spider-silk costume was a 
lot creepier-looking in person, though, holy shit. Especially the face, 
with its unblinking yellow eyes and mandibles along the chin. | did 
my best not to look at her. 


“Hi!” | said chipperly. 

“Hi,” Grue said. “You two really did us a favor tonight, you know.” 
“Oh?” | prompted. 

“Yeah. When we heard Lung was gunning for us, we were pretty 


freaked. Spent ages arguing about what to do before we decided, 
fuck it, we'll go out and meet him on our terms. Wing it, basically. Not 


our usual style, but... yeah. Not a lot of great options when you've 
got a dragon chasing you. 


“We found Oni Lee and half a dozen guys, but Lung never showed 
up. Lee’s scary, but there’s a reason he’s not in charge. When his 
boss didn’t show up, he turned tail and fled. We’ve got you two to 
thank for that, | guess?” 


“| jumped in when the fight started,” | said. “But it was her who kicked 
things off.” | nodded at Unnamed Bug Girl. 


There was another crash from the street, prompting us all to look 
down as the two dogs continued to maul Lung. “He’s really getting 
creamed down there,” Grue said. “What did you do to him?” 


“Wasp and bee stings plus spider and ant bites from Bug, alongside 
a lot of brute force trauma from Loony,” Tattletale rattled off. More 
crashes split the night as one of the dogs used Lung to flatten 
another parked car. “A /ot of brute force trauma. Shit, you hit him 
hard.” She glanced at me, before returning her eyes to the fight. 
“With all that poison in his system interfering with his regeneration, 
he’s feeling the pain now, and he’s going to feel worse tomorrow.” 


Grue clapped his hands. “Introductions!” he announced, pointing to 
his teammates by turns. “That’s Tattletale. I'm Grue. The girl with the 


dogs, we call Bitch-her preference. Last and certainly least, we have 
Regent.” 


“Fuck you, dude.” 
“You're the Undersiders,” | said unnecessarily. 


“You're Flux!” Regent said, finally recognizing me. | bowed 
theatrically. 


“How did you-what-when was that?” Tattletale asked, interrupting her 
own questions with more questions. 


Regent shrugged. “February.” Grue and Tattletale were both glaring 
at him, now-well, | assumed Grue was glaring, the full-face helmet 
made it hard to tell. “What? It’s not like you two tell me every part of 
your day.” 


Tattletale opened her mouth to say more, but Grue cut her off. 
“Later,” he said sharply, before turning back to us. “Flux, is it?” 


“Flux, freelance troublemaker, at your service.” | offered him one of 
my cards with an elaborate flourish. He took it curiously, looking it 
over before passing it to Tattletale. 


“You're a pretty heavy hitter for a ‘freelancer’,” Regent said. 
“| aim to please.” 


“Ahem!” Grue said, not even trying to disguise it as a cough. “You 
still haven’t introduced yourself,” he told Bug Girl. When she didn't 
say anything, he asked, “Are you hurt?” 


“She’s not hurt, she’s just shy,” Tattletale said. “Knows how to throw 
a punch, though.” Bug stiffened. “First night out?” Tattletale asked, to 
no response. 


“Anyway, we owe you guys a favor,” Grue said, bringing the 
conversation back on track. “If you need something-” 


“Heads up, we gotta scram,” Tattletale interrupted him. Bitch 
whistled, and the two dogs who'd been savaging Lung bounded onto 
the roof in a pair of impacts that shook the entire building. The 
Undersiders climbed onto the dogs. “You need a ride?” Tattletale 
asked us from her seat behind Bitch. “If a hero shows up to the 
scene of a few bad guys duking it out, they’re not just going to let 
some of them walk away.” 


| looked at Bug. Bug looked at me. “Yeah, sure,” she said. 


What. Thank god for my goggles, because | was definitely goggling 
at her then. 


“Right.” Tattletale slid back off her dog. “Flux, take my spot. You, with 
me.” | obeyed numbly, using the same handholds Tattletale had used 
to place myself behind Bitch. Tattletale climbed onto the third dog, 
then reached down and dragged Bug into position behind her. Where 
the hell are we going? Wait, did | even agree to th- 


The dog started moving suddenly, and | gave a decidedly un-bad- 
ass yelp of surprise and focused on resisting the urge to try to drag it 
down with me rather than being carried off. The ride was halfway 
between a horseback ride and a rollercoaster, and I’d never cared for 
either, so | was very glad when it ended on a roof a couple of miles 
south-west. | dismounted with shaky legs. Bug didn’t seem fazed at 
all. 


“lam never doing that again,” | declared. “Why did | agree to that? | 
can fucking fly!” Regent laughed at my misfortune, and | swear he 
used his power to subtly mess with me as | stumbled around trying 
to remember how to walk. 


Tattletale took a moment to circle the roof we’d landed on. “No one’s 
going to disturb us here for a while,” she announced. “We've got 
plenty of time to talk.” 


“Great,” Grue said. “As | was saying, we owe you two a favor. | know 
we're all villains here, but so long as we don’t step on each others’ 
toes, there’s no reason we can’t get along, right?” 


| gave Bug a chance to answer, but she stayed silent. “What made 
you so sure | was a villain?” | asked. 


“You're wearing pure, pitch black,” Regent said. | looked down at 
myself in surprise and realized that | was entirely covered in soot. Of 
all the stupid tropes-! | used my power to repel the gunk from my 
clothes, which gave me a truly impressive sneezing fit as the fine 
particles drifted free. At least | was clean once | could control my 


breathing again. “God, she really is a Loony-Toons character,” 
Regent mock-whispered to Tattletale. 


“That is a somewhat heroic color scheme,” Grue said carefully. 
“Still a lot of black,” Regent said. 

| shrugged. “I freelance,” | said, as though that explained anything. 
“Not looking for a team?” Tattletale asked. 

“| wasn’t.” | shrugged, then asked, “Are you hiring?” 

“No,” Bitch said immediately. 

“Bitch,” Grue said irritably. 

“You said we all have to agree on new members. | say ‘no’.” 
“It'll be cheaper than hiring her per-job,” Tattletale said. 

“No.” 

“She took out Lung,” Regent said. 

“No.” 


“She took out Lung,” | said, pointing a thumb over my shoulder at 
Bug. “I just kept him entertained while the poison went to work.” 


They weren't listening to me. “Having a brute like her on the team 
would make things a lot safer for your dogs,” Tattletale argued. 


“No.” 


“I’m not a brute,” | said to the zero people paying attention to me. 
Since nobody was listening anyway, | went over to Bug, doing my 
best to ignore how creepy she was. “You doing okay?” 


“Yeah,” she said. “I thought | was done for when Lung heard me on 
the roof.” She rubbed at her arms anxiously; her emoting at all 
massively decreased the creep factor of the costume, which | was 
thankful for. “I... uh... thank you, K-Flux,” she caught herself. 

| pulled the goggles up. “No problem, Skitter.” 

“Skitter?” 

“You don't have a name yet, right?” 

“No. Isn’t that kinda lame, though? And villainous, too.” 

“I’m kinda villainous,” | said. 

“Oh.” 

“Only kinda!” 


“Kinda lame, too.” 


| guffawed. It wasn’t the best comeback, but her giving me lip was 
great progress as far as her social skills went. 


Skitter let out a cough that might have been a laugh of her own. 
“Why did you pull your goggles up?” 


“Not much point covering my face if you already know my name.” 
She shifted uncomfortably. “Are you going to ask about that?” 


“You spent the whole last month not asking me shit,” | shot back. 
She didn’t say or do anything for a while after that. | really wished | 
could see the expression on her face... oh well. 


“Flux?” Grue called. | pulled the goggles back down and turned to 
face the group. Bitch was standing slightly apart from the group, 
arms folded across her chest. She clearly didn’t like the decision, but 
had stopped fighting it. 


“Sup, Bob?” | asked. 


He straightened and folded his arms, ignoring the nickname. Unlike 
Bitch’s stubbornness, it was a businesslike pose. “We're prepared to 
offer you a place with the Undersiders, if you’re interested.” 


| raised an eyebrow, realized it couldn’t be seen behind my goggles, 
and tilted my head quizzically instead. | really wished | had a power 
that let me keep track of what Skitter was feeling and/or doing 
behind me. 


“Right, benefits. You draw a salary of two grand a month just for 
being on the team. We do one to two jobs a month, and haul in 
anywhere from ten to thirty five grand a job. That gets split five ways, 
So Call it about four grand per person per job. 


“If you’re a full member, you get to vote on what jobs we take, you go 
on the jobs, and you stay active and on-call if we need you. Any 
questions?” 


“Only a couple. First, where is the salary coming from?” Coil had 
maybe a month to live, though he didn’t know it yet. He was not 
going to enjoy the next few weeks. 


“We've got a boss who runs the show,” Grue said. “He pays the bills 
and offers us jobs, but we have the freedom to turn them down if we 
want.” 


“Do | get to meet your ‘boss’ if | join?” 


“No. He keeps us at arms length. Deniability, in case we get caught.” 
Grue did a good job of making it sound normal, like a mysterious 
sponsor lurking in the shadows was something lots of villain teams 
had to deal with. “Of course, with our record, we may actually get to 
meet him, soon. No promises, though.” 


“Fine. About the jobs, then,” | said. “I freelance for capes, against 
capes. And anyone who chooses to fight capes, of course; I'll tussle 


with gangsters or PRT troopers. But | don’t hit civilians.” 


Grue looked to Tattletale, who nodded once. “That shouldn’t be a 
problem,” he said. 


| risked a glance back towards Skitter, who nodded. Really? Okay 
then. “Is there one spot, or two?” | asked. 


“No,” Bitch said. 
“Salary isn’t split, right?” 


“No...” Grue said, uncertain where | was going with that line of 
questioning. 


“Then what if wave my share of the job payouts?” | asked Bitch. 
“Why?” Bitch asked. 
“l’m in this for the excitement, not the money.” 


“That means you have no incentive to actually do any jobs,” Grue 
pointed out. 


“Excitement?” | repeated. 


Tattletale shook her head. “Our first rule is that no one on the team 
gets special treatment. That means no one gets paid more or less 
than anyone else.” 


Bitch put her foot down. “I didn’t want to split money five ways. | am 
not going to split it six.” 


“We'll be able to take riskier jobs with six people,” Grue said. “Higher 
payouts even after the split.” 


“Riskier jobS mean more chances my dogs get hurt.” 


“Not if I’m in front taking the hits they usually take,” | said. 


Skitter stepped past me and spoke up for the first time. “Is there any 
requirement that we all go on every job?” 


“With the four of us, we can’t do jobs if anyone is sitting out,” 
Tattletale said. “With six... we could probably get away with not 
fielding the whole team.” 


“Then you can recruit both of us, and as long as only five people go 
on a job, you won't have to divide the money further.” 


“It’s a trick,” Bitch said. “You're trying to fool me.” 

“What’s your name, again?” Regent asked. 

Tattletale decided to answer. “She doesn’t-” 

“Skitter,” Skitter said, cutting Tattletale off. 

“| don’t care,” Bitch said. “You’re not joining.” 

“It’s getting late,” Grue said. “How about we finish this conversation 
another time?” After we’ve discussed this among ourselves went 


unsaid. 


“Sure,” | said. “You have my number. | won’t answer; just leave a 
message with a way to get in contact with you and I'll follow up within 
a day.” 


“Good system,” he said. “Well, thank you two again. Have a good 
night.” 


As the Undersiders climbed back onto the dogs, | was struck by a 
flash of half-remembered inspiration. “Happy St. Patrick’s Day!” | 
called as they departed. 

“What?” Skitter asked. 


“I'll tell you in a month.” 


“St. Patrick’s Day is in March, not May.” 


“Tell you in a month anyway.” | couldn't see her eyes behind her 
mask, but | imagined that if | could, I'd have seen her roll them. “You 
want a lift home?” 


“Can you carry people?” 
“Yeah. It might be a little uncomfortable, though,” | warned her. 


“It can’t be worse than riding those... dog... things,” she said. “I trust 
you.” 


Way to melt my heart, Taylor. “All right. Grab my hand and don't let 
go.” 


Brian pulled off his helmet the moment the Undersiders made it back 
to the loft. “I think that went well,” he announced to the room. 
Rachel’s response was to push past him roughly, knocking him 
sideways and making him drop the helmet. He grumbled but didn’t 
make an issue of it. 


“Someone disagrees,” Alec said from behind him. 


“She'll come around.” Brian grabbed his dropped helmet and headed 
deeper into the loft to change. 


Alec just took off his mask and coronet before sprawling out across 
one of the couches. He reached for the remote to turn on the 
television, but Lisa grabbed it first, taking it with her as she sat on the 
other couch. She’d doffed her mask and stripped her suit down to 
the waist, revealing some kind of thermal underlayer; that counted 
for ‘changing out of costume’ for the moment. “Debrief first. What the 
hell did you tell her?” 


“What?” Alec asked. 


“Flux!” 
“What?” he asked again. 
“This feels pretty intrusive,” | said. 


“More intrusive than having already read the entire novel?” Diane 
asked from the other side of my couch. Her eyes were closed; she 
was focused on projecting her clairvoyance onto the television 
screen. Emily was between us, paying half a mind to the show as 
she worked her way through cleaning enough firearms to equip a 
small country. 


The three of us were in my lair, a well-furnished basement apartment 
under a dilapidated old building near the border between the Docks 
and the Trainyard, only two blocks from the coast. It was about a 
thousand square feet, including a bedroom, bathroom, and 
kitchenette. Furniture included a writing desk and dining table and 
their matching chairs, plus a fancy home theatre system in front of a 
comfortable couch; that was where we were at the moment. Max had 
visited the lair back in January and coated the entire place in runic 
anti-scrying wards; he’d admitted the coverage was overkill, but we 
didn’t want to take any chances with the decreased effectiveness of 
magic. It was also unplottable, or whatever twenty percent of 
unplottability meant. 


To be clear, the anti-scrying wards were one-way. They might not 
have stopped Diane anyway; she was apparently the person to go to 
for all things psychic-power related. | wasn’t sure exactly where she 
was from, but since she hadn't actually imported this Jump, she 
looked like the same person I'd seen around the Warehouse: a 
middle-aged white woman with curly brown hair. After returning 
home from dropping Skitter off at her house, I’d mentioned to Emily 
that | wished | could be a fly on the wall when the Undersiders 
discussed our meeting. I'd meant it as a pun, but she’d suggested 
asking Diane to eavesdrop, and as an incurable busybody, I’d 
agreed. | was having second thoughts about that now. 


“Yeah.” | thought about it for a moment. “Is that wrong? | mean, at 
least I’m not in anyone’s head like this.” 


“That’s your call. Do you want to stop watching?” | shook my head; | 
was too damn nosy to pass this up. 


Back on the screen, Brian had returned from changing. “What’s up, 
Lisa?” he asked. 


“Flux!” 
He raised an eyebrow. “What about her?” 
“The fact that Alec never mentioned meeting her, for starters!” 


“I told you!” Alec said. “We talked for maybe thirty seconds before | 
left!” 


“Well you must leak secrets like a sieve, then, because she knew 
way too much about us!” 


Alec paled slightly. “What do you mean?” he asked with feigned 
disinterest. 


“| mean that she knows way more about us, personally, than she 
should, and you’re the only source she’d have on us.” 


“| talked to her for thirty seconds!” 

“About what?” 

“Uh... she called me one of the most dangerous masters in the city?” 
“What were her exact words?” 

“| don’t remember!” 


“How many masters does she know of?” 


“| don’t know!” 


Alec was sprawled out over an entire couch, so Brian took a seat on 
the other couch as well. “Lisa, calm down.” 


“How can | calm down? She said-” Lisa cut herself off. 
“What did she say?” 
“Nevermind.” She began chewing on her lip. 


Brian and Alec exchanged a look. “It’s probably not too late to 
rescind the invitation to join. She didn’t actually accept yet.” 


“Raich would love that,” Alec said. 

“No, that’s not...” Lisa trailed off and shook her head. “Flux likes us.” 
“Is that a problem?” Brian asked. 

“Yeah, sorta. She knows us.” 

Alec actually sat up at that. “What do you mean, ‘knows us’?” 

“| mean she knows us, like we’re already friends or something. 
That’s either a thinker or master ability, and | have no idea what the 
actual mechanics are.” 

“You don’t know?” Brian asked. 

“No idea. Alec, did anything odd happen after you talked to her?” 

“| mean, a lot of odd things happen,” Alec hedged. 

“Like what?... are you fucking serious?” 

“What?” Brian asked. 


“Nevermind, that’s not important right now.” 


“What?” he repeated. 


“Not. Important.” Lisa smacked her hand against her head. “I’m 
going to have a hell of a headache tomorrow.” 


Alec flopped back down on his couch. “I get the thinker bit, but not 
the master bit.” 


“It's not a hard master effect like the ones you're thinking of. More of 
a master/stranger thing, making herself someone's friend just by 
being there.” 


“So you think the ‘friendship’ you detected could be a power-inflicted 
thing?” Brian asked. 


“Oh, shit!” Alec yelled, lurching upright again. “She called me the 
‘second most dangerous master in the city’!” Brian and Lisa 
blanched. 


“That’s not what | meant,” | groaned from the other side of my spy- 
screen. 


“Do we still want her on the team?” Brian asked. 

“It won't matter unless we can bring Rachel around. Flux and Bug-! 
mean, Skitter-are a package,” Lisa replied. “You know, | don’t think 
Flux was talking about herself as the most dangerous master.” 
“Skitter?” Brian asked. 

“Yeah. Flux is tough, but she was just playing clean up. She admitted 
as much when we were talking. Skitter nearly brought down Lung on 


her own.” Lisa kept thinking. “But that would mean Flux knew about 
Skitter back in... when was this? February?” 


“End of the month, yeah.” 


“That's not surprising, if they’re working together,” Brian said. 


“They’re not working together,” Lisa said. “At least, Skitter wasn’t 
working with Flux. She was out there alone, and Flux was telling the 
truth about jumping into a fight Skitter started without her. But Flux 
knew there would be a fight there; that was the whole reason she 
was there at all.” 

“Thinkers, am | right?” Alec said. 

“Not helping, Alec,” Brian snapped. To Lisa, he asked, “Could it be 
the same thing you felt towards us? That weird super-friendship 
thing?” 

“Maybe.” 

“I, for one, welcome our new carebear overlord,” Alec said. 


“Still not helping,” Lisa said. She rubbed her hand on her forehead, 
wincing at her headache. “We’re getting off track. Again.” 


“All right. Let’s answer the biggest question,” Brian said. “Do we-as 
in the three of us, nevermind Rachel-want her on the team?” 


“Yes,” Lisa said without hesitation. 
“Just like that?” Alec asked. “Where'd the paranoia go?” 


“Yeah. She’s either genuine, or her bullshit is so strong | want it on 
our side regardless.” 


“Alec?” Brian prompted. 

“| don’t care. Less work would be nice.” 

“Then it’s decided,” he said. “I'll work on Rachel. Leese, see if you 
can dig up anything else on either of them, try to figure out who 


we’re working with.” 


“Tomorrow.” 


“Sure, take all the time you need.” He turned to the last member of 
the team. “Alec... slack off.” Ah, the classic leadership tactic of only 
giving instructions you know will be obeyed. 


“Yes, sir!” 


Diane stopped her scrying now that they were no longer talking 
about me. “Seems like things are going well for you,” she said. 


“Yeah. Thanks for the creepy spy thing.” 


“No problem. Call me if you need it again.” She opened a doorway to 
the Warehouse through the bathroom door and disappeared. 


= XS=KS=X ste 


There was no mistaking it. Taylor was swaggering the next day at 
school. 


“Have a good weekend?” | asked as she sat down at the lunch table 
to my right. 


“You could say that,” she said with a smirk. “The ending sucked, 
though.” | winced. Turned out Taylor didn’t like ‘falling with style’ at 
all, even less than she liked riding. At least she hadn’t had anything 
in her stomach. 


“Sorry.” I'd have to see if | could find a way to make it more 
comfortable for ‘passengers’. “You're okay, though? With... things?” 


Taylor nodded. “I am,” she said firmly. “I'll follow your lead.” 
“I'll follow your lead,” | said. “If you don’t want to do this, we won't.” 
“You like them,” Taylor said. 


| laughed nervously. “Yeah, | guess so.” 


“Then I'll follow you.” She turned her attention back to her cold pasta 
salad. “They seem nice.” 


“Like good people?” 
“Is that phrase a problem for you?” she asked. 


“It stuck with me.” | finished unwrapping my sandwich and took a 
bite. 


“Kasey?” | looked up. “Were you following me, last night?” 
“No,” | said truthfully. 


“Oh.” She picked at her lunch a bit. “I know | said it before, but... 
thank you.” 


“You're welcome,” | said with a grin. “Oh, hell, trouble’s coming.” 
Sophia was making her way over to our table. Taylor steeled herself, 
mouth set in a hard line. 


To both our surprise, Sophia simply seated herself on my left and 
started eating her depressing microwaved-freezer-patty-in-a-bun. 
Taylor stubbornly returned to her meal as well, leaving me 
sandwiched between two girls who were aggressively ignoring each 
other. 


“Your cast’s off,” | said, when | couldn't take the silence any longer. 
Sophia grunted. “Where’s Emma?” 


“Busy.” 


My patience ended there. “There a reason you're sitting here today?” 
| asked sharply. 


She chuckled. “Was that so hard?” 


“I'll remember not to be polite in the future.” 


“Heh.” Sophia washed her current bite down with some juice. “I 
came over to congratulate Hebert, actually.” 


“Why?” Taylor asked. 
“You learned how to punch pretty quick. Kasey teach you that?” 
“Yeah,” she lied. 


“| told her she was wasting her time trying to teach you.” Sophia 
grinned. “Turns out the only thing that got wasted was Julia’s face.” 


“| shouldn’t have done that,” Taylor said morosely. “| got suspended, 
and now I’m grounded for a month.” 


“So? Suspension’s already over. The month will end. Julia’s not 
going to be giving you shit again.” 


Taylor shook her head. “Emma will find someone else, and if | get 
suspended again, I'll be grounded until I’m thirty.” 


“So? You can sneak out, right?” Sophia asked. Taylor kicked me 
under the table. | didn’t give anything away! 


“Not everyone can just slip through a window,” Taylor told Sophia. 
Sophia kicked me under the table. This isn’t my fault, damnit! 


“Go through the front door if it bugs you that much.” | got kicked 
again. Could she not have used ANY OTHER WORD? 


“I'd still have to open it.” | got kicked again. Goddamnit! 


“Stop. Kicking. Me,” | growled. The girls quickly became very 
interested in their meals, shooting suspicious glances at each other 
behind my back. The freshman across the table from me paled and 
decided to find somewhere else to sit. Oops. Sorry, kid. 


“It’s kinda funny,” | said to break the silence. “One of the first things 
Taylor asked me about learning to fight was whether it would earn 


your respect.” 
“| assume you told her it would?” Sophia said. 
“| said | thought it would. Didn’t want to put words in your mouth.” 


“Good, ‘cause she’s not there.” Sophia leaned towards me. “When 
you think she’s ready,” she stage-whispered, “let me know. | could 
always use a new Sparring partner.” 


Taylor turned white as a sheet. 


You all knew this was coming. 


| realize lampshading Stations of Canon doesn’t give me a free pass, 
but there are some contributing factors here; Taylor’s suspension, 
mostly, which gave her all the extra time she needed to finish her 
costume and a real need to go out and act. 


In other news, my brain is really not cooperating on this and my 
buffer is starting to shrink. Very frustrating. 


Last edited: Oct 5, 2019 


Chapter 12: Mondays 


It's (still) Tuesday! 


Chapter 12: Mondays 

Taylor caught up to me as classes let out. “Hi, Kasey.” 

“Hey, Taylor. How’s it going?” | was at my locker, going through the 
motions of swapping out books | would never read. At this point | 
only did it because it let people find me. 


“Well, the good news is I’m not grounded anymore.” 


“That was fast.” Having been found, | gave up and shut my locker, 
shouldering my bag. 


“Yeah. We had a long talk this morning about how violence is wrong, 
and punching bullies in the face is the best time to be wrong.” 


“Sound like your dad’s been wrong a few times himself,” | joked. 


“Maybe,” Taylor allowed. “I was going to tell you at lunch, but, uh, | 
got distracted.” 


“| can imagine why. Is there bad news as well?” 


“Well... I’m still not allowed to do it again?” | got the feeling there 
was more, but left it alone. It might be something... sensitive, and if 
she didn’t want to tell me now | could always ask again later. We 
pushed through the crowd, out the doors and down to the parking lot 
pickup area. | made a beeline for Emily, who stood out, as always, in 
that fucking car. 


My first thought was, ah, crap, there’s no room for Taylor. 


My second thought was, ah, crap, Taylor hasn’t seen the car before. 


| had to double back and pull on her arm to get her moving again. 
“Guh?” Taylor said. 


“It’s just a car,” | whispered. 


“Car,” Taylor repeated. Oh dear. | had to physically drag her the last 
few feet to the car to talk to Emily. 


“Can you take Taylor home?” | asked. “I can make my own way.” 
Emily raised an eyebrow. “How much have you read her in?” 


“Enough for a fast trip,” | said, pushing Taylor towards the car. Emily 
opened the door for her, and she got in mechanically, running her 
hands over the upholstery like she wasn’t sure it was real. | threw my 
bag in after her. “See you in ten?” 


“See you.” Emily pulled away from the curb, and | headed down the 
street. One more inconvenience | hadn't learned until this jump: we 
could only access the Warehouse from places we owned. Some 
weird perk in a long-ago jump made Max a real estate mogul in 
every world, which offered a lot of flexibility when it came to what, 
exactly, we owned; unfortunately Winslow wasn't near any of his 
properties, so | couldn’t pop in to change. 


| always kept a spare ski-mask in my pocket, folded up with my 
power, so all | needed was privacy and I'd have a quick-and-dirty 
disguise. It wasn’t fool-proof, but as long as | wasn’t wearing 
anything too distinctive, it was good enough for roof-hopping. | 
managed to stay almost even with Emily’s car for most of the trip 
home. 


Taylor’s infatuation with the car had been totally exhausted during 
the trip, and she jumped out before Emily had brought it toa 
complete stop. “I take it back,” she said as she stumbled over to the 


front door. “Your weird flying thing is awesome. We should do that 
instead.” 


“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah.” She was not okay; her face was nearly green. “Peachy.” | 
was definitely going to ask Emily what the hell she’d done on the ride 
home. Later. 

“If you say so.” | opened the door and followed her inside. We set 
our bags on the kitchen table and sat down across from each other. 
“Anything you want to talk about?” 

“Does your sister know I’m a cape?” 

“Yeah. | didn’t tell her, if that matters.” 

“Not really.” She was think-frowning again. “She’s a cape.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Villain?” 

| opened my mouth, then realized... “Il don’t actually know.” 


Taylor stumbled over my response. “What? How do you not know?” 


“By not asking?” | mean, | probably should have, but hindsight is 20- 
20. 


She shook her head. “Even if you weren't family, | can’t believe you'd 
live with someone you know is a cape for months and not even 
check if they’re a hero or a villain.” 

“| trust her,” | said. “Whatever she’s doing, she’s doing for a reason.” 


“lam,” Emily said as she came into the room. “You need a pick-me- 
up, Taylor?” 


“A what?” 
“Take my hand.” Taylor obeyed, and her eyes widened. 


“Woah.” She pulled her hand back, looking at it with wonder. “I feel 
like | just got a whole week’s worth of sleep... and not motion-sick at 
all.” 


“Call me if you need me again.” Emily walked back towards the stairs 
at the front of the house. 


Taylor watched her go in silence, before resting her forehead in one 
hand. “This is crazy. You're all crazy.” 


| chuckled. “Welcome to parahumans: sanity is deprecated. So, what 
do you want to do today?” 


“| don’t know. | was thinking | should get back to training, but David 
probably went back to Boston, huh?” 


“Maybe.” | had no idea whether David actually lived in Boston at all, 
or if he’d made that up. Of course, if he wasn’t busy, we had a lot of 
ways to get around quickly, but | wasn’t going to be able to explain 

that away easily. Wait, yes | could. “Hold tight just a minute.” | fished 
my cell phone out of my backpack and flipped through the contacts. 


aoa Taylors ungrounded. Can you pop over today Yeah How 
should | arrive Doesnt matter as long as its quiet. Ill be there in 10 
“He'll be here in ten minutes,” | said. 

She frowned in thought. “Is everyone you know a cape?” 

“He isn’t.” 

“What?” 


“David’s not a cape. He works for one, though.” 


“Who?” 


| opted to dodge the question. “You can ask him, but I’m not sure 
he’ll answer.” 


Taylor frowned harder at that. “Fine. Why do you want to join a villain 
team?” 


Because | don’t associate heroes with good people. Because | know 
who | care about, and who | don't. | sighed; Taylor had skipped the 
meeting with Armsmaster; so she hadn't started her disillusionment 
with the heroes. The Undersiders being friendly had thrown her off, 
but she wasn’t ready to jump ship yet. If | wanted her to go fully over, 
I'd have to break the pedestal, and | didn’t want to do that to her. “I... 
| like them, | guess,” | mumbled awkwardly. 


Taylor huffed. “You ‘like’ them,” she repeated. “Have you met them 
before?” 


| had to stop and think before | replied. There was no good way to 
explain why | wanted to help the Undersiders without opening a 
segue into why I'd helped Taylor, and that was a place | did not want 
this conversation to go. “Not... exactly,” | said slowly. “I can’t explain 
it, not now... maybe not later, either. But | think they're good 
company, even if they’re villains.” 


“Good company?” 
“You know, the type of people you’d get along with. Friend material.” 
“How do you know any of that?” 


The irony was that Lisa was probably still hard at work trying to 
figure that out. “I can’t explain it,” | repeated. 


“You mean you don’t want to explain it.” 


“... yes, that is what | mean.” | chewed my lip for a moment. “It’s 
weird and not something | really want to talk about. Sorry.” 


It wasn’t a matter of secrecy related to the Chain, or at least not only 
that; | didn’t want to try to answer any of the existential questions 
raised by experiencing a world in a fictional context the way | had 
hers... or Max had mine. I’d handled that particular revelation but 
grabbing onto the idea that Max had ‘just happened’ to watch a show 
that matched my world and that the existence of the show didn’t 
matter. After all, being told something is fiction doesn’t make it not 
real, and sometimes people come up with lies that just happen to 
line up with a true story. Sure, in his world it was fiction-or, to put it 
another way, he’d experienced it in a fictional context-but in my 
world, it was reality, and maybe his world was fiction. Odds were we 
were both in some kind of overarching fictional narrative anyway, so 
what did it matter? 


Of course, then he’d gone and starting explaining bits of my world, 
things that clearly fit the mold of ‘deliberately written’, and my flimsily 
constructed framework had started to crumble. If | was honest with 
myself, | didn’t just want to avoid answering others’ questions; | 
wanted to avoid facing my own. Fucking continuity error, really? 
Better not to think about things at all, at that point, or | might’ve spent 
the next month having a nervous breakdown in the hotel, screaming 
into a pillow. 


“So...” | said, searching for a topic. “Your costume is Super cool, 
don’t get me wrong, but you know it’s incredibly creepy, right?” 


She hung her head. “I didn’t really think about how it would when it 
all came together,” she said. “It’s not really a surprise they mistook 
me for a villain.” 


The way that she said that gave me pause. “It’s not too late, you 
know.” 


“Huh?” 


“If you want to be a hero. We haven't signed on yet-they’re probably 
still arguing about whether they want to expand the team from four to 
six. Nothing we’ve done yet is villainous, aside from fleeing the 


scene of a fight, and they couldn’t get you for that unless they a/so 
admitted that you were the one who beat Lung. Taylor?” She looked 
up when | called her name, so | could look directly into her eyes. 
“You don’t have to do anything. I’m not here to tell you how to live, 
okay?” 


Taylor was back to frowning. “I followed your lead last night, because 
you saved me and | trust you. They seem okay, | guess, but... when 
| realized | had powers, | thought | could finally make a difference, 
somehow. Help people the way | wanted to be helped.” She gave a 
bitter laugh. “Then | got help, and it was from a villain.” 


“Not really,” | said. “It’s not like | walked into the school in costume, 
right? Without the mask, I’m just a student, like you.” 


“But you don’t want to be a hero.” 
“| mean, not working for the law doesn’t mean being evil, right?” 
“That’s called being a vigilante,” she pointed out. 


“| guess.” That was a fair point, | had to admit. “Listen. If you want to 
be a hero, we can tell them we’re not interested. There are plenty of 
other options. The Wards, independent heroing; hell, you could start 
your team.” 


“What about you?” Taylor asked. “If you join them without me, we'll 
be enemies. If you don't, I’m taking you away from people you want 
to be friends with.” 


“Don’t base your decision on what | want,” | said. “We don’t have to 
make the same choice. So what if we’re enemies in costume? We'll 
still have this.” | waved my hands in a gesture that encompassed the 
entirety of the mundane world. “That’s the magic of the whole secret 
identity thing. If we run into each other in costume, we each do our 
best, and then we’ll meet for ice-cream afterwards and laugh about 
it.” 


“Laugh about it?” 

“Sure. It’s not like I’m going to be pushing little old ladies into traffic; 
I'd aim for a mischievous sort of villainy, at least when I’m not 
beating down capes who deserve far worse. 

“I’m serious, though: it’s your choice. You don’t need to justify 
yourself to me. If you want to be a hero, don’t let me hold you back. 
Okay?” 


“Yeah. Sure.” She didn’t sound sure, but there wasn’t much more 
assurance | could offer. “Say, Kasey?” 


“What?” 

Taylor locked eyes with me; suddenly, she had the same intensity I’d 
felt on the roof months ago, and it had my fight or flight instincts 
going haywire. “Why don’t you want to be a hero?” 

The question slapped me in the face. 

Why don't | want to be a hero? 

“Hello?” Taylor snapped me out of my trance. 

“Sorry, what?” Damn, how long had | been lost in thought, there? 
“Should we have stayed?” 

“Stayed?” 

“On the roof,” she said, “after the fight.” 


That was also a good question. “I don’t know. It would have changed 
some things.” 


“Like what?” 


“Well, Armsmaster was coming. We'd have met him, for one thing.” 


“That would have been cool,” Taylor said. 


“No, it wouldn't,” | said. She pouted, and | hurried to explain, “Think 
about it from his perspective. He’s answering a call that Lung is 
fighting someone. Now, a lot of people talk about capes like they’re 
just some number; not necessarily a rating, but in the sense that A 
beats B ten times out of ten. When you actually factor in different 
powers, though, cape fights are more like rock paper scissors. Lung 
is arock, and he'll always be a rock.” | made a fist and set it on the 
table. “He’s a really, really high level rock, but he still has rock 
strengths and rock weaknesses, right? 


“The real power for Tinkers like Armsmaster is that they’re flexible. 
He can create tinkertech for any situation, but there’s a lead time 
where he has to actually build his gear. That’s the cost of being a 
tinker: total bullshit, but only if you know you'll need it a week ahead 
of time. Now, he’s in the same city as Lung, so chances are he’s 
been building ‘paper’ equipment for ages, just dying for a chance to 
use it.” | brought my left hand into the scene, flat like paper. 


“So. Armsmaster’s expecting to fight Lung. He’d have grabbed every 
anti-brute, anti-regenerator, anti-pyrokinetic gadget he has, right? 
He’s all geared up.” | moved my ‘paper’ steadily closer to the ‘rock’. 
“Now, he’s still going to be antsy, because this is Lung, the rockiest 
rock in the Bay, so he’s psyching himself up for a fight. But when he 
gets to the scene, he doesn’t find Lung.” 


| changed my right hand from a fist to having two fingers extended, 
realized it looked like scissors, and extended my forefinger and 
thumb instead. “He finds two total unknowns-both with clearly 
villainous costumes, since I'd still have been pitch black, and 
you're... edgy?” She nodded glumly. “He’s already hyped up on 
adrenaline, because he was expecting Lung, and now he’s ina 
situation where he has no information, no preparation, and no idea 
what sort of equipment he would have had to have started building 
last week to be ready to face us. All he knows is that we beat Lung, 
which means he’s found a pair of villains more dangerous than he’d 


originally expected, and his type advantage is completely gone, to 
boot.” 


“You think he would have attacked us?” Taylor asked, stricken. 


“No, but only because he’d be too wary to make the first move. But 
even if we’d identified ourselves as heroes, he'd still be coming off all 
that adrenaline, and that’s a recipe for a terrible first impression on 
both sides.” 


“You'd have called yourself a hero?” she asked. 


“Err... | haven’t actually done anything he can prove, at least?” My 
plan A had been to let Bug talk to Armsmaster; my plan B had been 
to pass myself off as unaligned. “Anyway, even if we didn’t fight, it 
wouldn’t have been congratulations all around or anything. He’d still 
want to take all the credit for bringing in Lung, even if he had the 
people in front of him who'd actually done the job.” Armsmaster had 
taken full credit for ‘subduing Lung following an engagement with 
one or more unknown parahumans’; there was no mention of the fact 
that Lung had been unconscious when he’d arrived. 


“Why?” 


“Because taking Lung down solo is a huge feather in his cap. 
Personal pride aside, remember the other Tinker problem: your 
powers scale with your budget. For independents, that might mean 
bounties, or donations, or private wealth. Protectorate Tinker’s 
budgets are set by some faceless committee of bureaucrats who 
blow in the winds of media soundbites.” 


She slumped in her seat. “So even for the heroes, it’s about money.” 


“And reputation, esteem-people are people. Being a hero doesn't 
make you a good person, and there’s no requirement that only good 
people can become heroes. I’m not saying Armsmaster is bad or 
anything, but he’s human, and he has his own priorities, ambitions, 
and all that.” Now that | thought about it, avoiding the post-Lung 


Armsmaster encounter may have derailed his redemption arc 
entirely; I’d have to ask Max about that. “That doesn’t mean you 
shouldn't be a hero, though,” | added. 


“Right.” 


The awkward silence was interrupted by David's arrival, heralded by 
him blowing his damn gym-teacher whistle as he walked into the 
kitchen. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “We don’t have pads set up today, 
so we'll have to use the Dojo. Is that going to be a problem?” 


“Dojo?” Taylor 


“It's a gym in a pocket dimension,” | said. “And no, it shouldn’t be a 
problem.” 


“Great. Let’s go, kid.” Taylor made to grab her bag, but | shook my 
head; we’d be coming back here to drive her home, after all. David 
opened the front door and stepped through into the Dojo. 


“Woah,” Taylor said. She poked a finger across the threshold. “I can’t 
tell there’s a portal there at all.” 


“It’s not a portal,” | said. “It’s all continuous space; the space just 
doesn’t lead to where it should, right now.” 


“So there’s no risk of getting caught when it closes?” 


“It can’t close until the door does,” | assured her. She stepped 
through, and | followed. 


The Dojo was one of the spaces in the Warehouse that seemed like 
it had been left behind at some point, as far as upgrades went. It was 
a featureless gray box, with gym padding along the lower half of 
three walls. When facing those three walls, the right side of the room 
sported a raised boxing ring, while the left half had mats on the floor 
that ran all the way to the walls. Various punching bags and other 
training targets lined the far wall, and the wall behind you, which 


wasn’t padded, was covered with a single, massive mirror, 
interrupted only by the door in one corner. It honestly looked exactly 
like I'd expect from the phrase ‘pocket dimension gym’: namely, that 
we'd been stuck in somebody's pocket with a bare minimum of 
furnishings and forgotten about. As long as Taylor didn’t go 
exploring, there was nothing to suggest it was part of a larger space 
at all. 


Of course, that raised some of its own questions, such as the one 
Taylor asked once she’d gotten over her surprise. “Why do you have 
a gym in a pocket dimension?” 


“This is my day job,” David said. “Some people are willing to pay me 
fifteen hundred an hour to beat the shit out of them.” 


“Fifteen hundred an hour!?” she yelled. 


“Yeah. I’m doing this for free as a favor, so you best pay attention!” 
Taylor looked like she was about to faint. | nudged her forward, and 
she stepped up onto the mat. 
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“Fifteen hundred an hour,” Taylor mumbled as we crossed back into 
the Hudson house. “Who pays fifteen hundred an hour for anything?” 


“Capes, mostly.” 


She laughed mirthlessly. “You’re saying capes will pay a normal guy 
fifteen hundred dollars an hour to demolish them in hand-to-hand 
combat.” 


“Yeah. It’s worth it, right? You’re doing better than someone with a 
year’s worth of normal instruction under their belt.” Il’d asked David 
about that while Taylor had been grounded; it turns out there were a 
lot of perks-some of which were applied to the Dojo itself-that 
allowed you to train someone incredibly fast at ‘any task they were 
physically and mentally capable of performing’. My first month, those 


perks had deemed my weak, muscle-less form to be physically 
incapable of martial arts, and left me out in the cold. 


| really, really resented that. 


“Does he charge so much because of the risk that one of his clients 
loses their cool and rips him in half?” 


| shuddered. “I hadn’t actually considered that. Thanks for giving me 
something new to worry about.” Sure, he’d be back, but it was still a 
very unpleasant mental image. 


“Is he actually your friend?” she asked. 

“Huh? Of course.” 

“So he’s actually doing this for free?” 

“AS opposed to what?” | asked. 

“Uh... | don’t know, nevermind.” Taylor walked back to the kitchen 
and picked up her bag. | thought about what it might look like from 


her perspective, and stifled a chuckle. She was worried I’d been 
paying for her training and lying about it to spare her feelings. 


“He trained me for free, too, you know,” | said. 
“Was it true, what you said about how you knew him?” 


“How? No,” | admitted, “that was a lie.” | waited to see if she’d keep 
asking questions, but she seemed to have satisfying her curiosity for 
the time being... or given up on getting answers. “You ready to go 
home?” 


“Yeah.” 


| grabbed the car keys, and we climbed into the sedan and drove off. 
“So...” Taylor began. 


“Yeah?” 

“| think... well, I’m not sure | want to be a villain.” 

“That’s good,” | said sincerely. 

“Really?” 

“Yeah. Are you going to join the Wards, or go independent?” 

“| don’t really want to join the Wards, either.” | glanced over at her; 
she was staring out the passenger window at the city going by. “You 
really think | can start my own team?” 

“Yeah. You've already got me-” 

“No,” she interrupted me. “You don’t have to do that.” 

| didn’t respond. 

---X==X==X--- 


Twenty minutes later, | pulled up to the curb and put the car in park. 
“Here we are,” | announced. 


Taylor cleared her throat. “So, uh, when | got ungrounded...” She 
took a deep breath and let it out, slumping down in her seat as she 
deflated. “Dad said he’d let me go back over to your house as long 
as you came by ours, so he could meet you.” 


“Was that the bad news you didn’t tell me earlier?” | asked. Taylor 
nodded. | couldn’t resist; | reached over and ruffled her hair. She 
swatted at my hand halfheartedly. “You don’t have to act like you’re 
sending me on a suicide mission.” 


“That depends on Dad.” 


“| took a hit from Lung.” 


“| fought Lung, too. | never fight with my dad.” 
| couldn’t argue with that logic. 


| locked the car and got out, then walked around to open the door for 
Taylor, who still hadn’t moved. We approached the house together; | 
remembered one of the porch steps was rotten, but not which, so | 
just made myself super-light as | walked up. Taylor was reaching for 
the doorknob when the door opened from the inside. 


My first impression of Danny Hebert was that he looked a lot like the 
father from Calvin and Hobbes. He was tall, thin, and balding, had a 
strong nose and weak chin, and wore a pair of thick-rimmed glasses. 
Danny looked at me, then at Taylor, then did a double-take back at 
me. | wasn’t too surprised; for all that | was a dastardly freelance 
villain, | looked, well, ‘preppy’. No piercings or tattoos, a light 
cardigan and modest floral blouse over well-fitting jeans, the sort of 
subtle makeup that guys tended to mistake for ‘natural’; certainly not 
the dangerous sort of thug you wouldn’t want your child associating 
with. “You must be Kasey,” he said, though there was a hint of a 
question to it. 


“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hebert.” | shook his hand. 


“Well, why don’t you girls come in.” He moved out of the doorway, 
and Taylor and | stepped inside. | followed her through a short 
hallway into the kitchen; she sat down at the table, and | followed 
suit across from her. Danny headed over to the stove, where he 
resumed stirring something simmering in a pan. 


| took the opportunity to look around the house, at least the parts | 
could see from the kitchen. Calling it cozy would have been too 
charitable; calling it shabby would have been too harsh. While not 
much smaller than my own house, the low ceilings and narrow 
doorways made it fee/ a lot more cramped. If | looked closely, | could 
see signs of age-peeling paint, warped woodwork, and well-used 
appliances-but the space was kept in good order, so | couldn't fault 
the little blemishes too much. 


“| understand you’ve been teaching Taylor to fight,” Danny said at 
last. 


“Not personally,” | admitted. “I introduced her to one of my dad’s 
friends.” Feeling the need to defend Taylor a bit, | added, “And | 
would say she’s been learning to defend herself.” 


“She punched one of her classmates in the face.” 


“Good for her,” | said. Taylor blushed and ducked her head. “I’ve met 
the girl she hit. It’s a wonder someone didn’t do it sooner.” 


“Do you solve a lot of problems with violence?” he asked. His voice 
was calm, but it was clear my attempts to keep Taylor’s spirits up 
were not endearing me to her father. 


“No,” | said, “but if | don’t have other options, or if the other party 
resorts to violence first, | know how to take care of myself.” Danny 
didn’t object, so | decided to try to bridge the gap between soothing 
him and soothing Taylor. “It’s always better to walk away, but if 
someone won't let you leave...” | trailed off, trying to figure out how 
to finish that thought. “Sometimes you need to resort to force,” | 
finished awkwardly. 


He frowned. “So it’s better to just leave?” 

“Sure.” | shrugged, not sure why he wouldn't approve of that. 

“The way Taylor snuck out last night?” 

Taylor went ramrod straight; | wasn’t able to hide my own twitch of 
surprise, either. | clamped down on my instinctive denial, waiting to 
see what he had to say first. “You look like a nice, respectable girl, so 
tell me: what were you two doing in the middle of the night?” | looked 
at Taylor for cues, but she was staring at her lap. 


“Talking,” | said. “Fighting.” She started again, looking at me in 
surprise. “Taylor missed her sparring lessons. I’m not a great 


instructor, but it was better than nothing.” 
“At midnight?” He asked Taylor. 
“| was grounded,” she muttered, looking back down at her lap. 


Danny sighed. “I figured as much.” He turned the heat down on the 
stove and walked over the table, sitting down at its head. “Taylor,” he 
said, prompting her to lift her head again. “If | let you keep going to 
your lessons, can you promise me you'll stop sneaking out at night?” 


Taylor swallowed nervously. “I, uh...” She looked at me, then back at 
her father, and let out a sigh. “... no,” she admitted. 


“Damnit, Taylor!” he snapped. His eyes widened at his own outburst, 
and he lowered his voice so that he was pleading rather than 
shouting. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is out there? It’s 
bad enough | let you run in the mornings. Anything could happen to 
you out there in the dark.” 


“I’m tired of being scared,” Taylor said to her lap. “All day at school, 
I’m scared of the bullies. You want me to be scared of the city, of the 
dark. Can’t | just not be scared, for a little while?” 


It was Danny’s turn to swallow a lump of emotion. “I’m sorry,” he 
said. “I wish we didn’t have to be scared. But the world isn’t nice, or 
fair, no matter how much we wish it were.” He reached out a hand, 
and after a moment, Taylor took it in hers. 


“| know, Dad. But | can take care of myself. And | have Kasey 
looking after me. She knows what she’s doing; she'll Keep me safe.” 


He turned his attention back to me, looking me over. “Is that so?” 


“ll look after her, Mr. Hebert. I'll make sure she’s okay.” One of the 
reasons Emily had chosen to look after me was that she had a set of 
perks perfectly geared towards protecting others, even from afar, 
and she'd included Taylor in those after the first time I’d brought her 


home. | had every confidence that Taylor would come through okay, 
whatever happened. 


“You believe that,” he acknowledged, “but what happens if a mugger 
approaches you with a gun?” 


“I'd give him my wallet.” 
“And if he wants more than that?” 


“I'd let him get close, disarm him, and probably break a few more 
bones than strictly necessary while | did so.” 


“And if there’s more than one?” 


“You may not believe me, Mr. Hebert, but I’ve actually drilled for 
exactly these kinds of situations. Including protecting others.” The 
martial arts I’d learned from the scrolls this jump had included skills 
for facing multiple opponents with Knives, pistols, and rifles. As for 
protecting others: in addition to David forcing me to defend Taylor 
while she caught her breath during her lessons, the intermediate 
action-hero courses had added bean-bag hostages to the list of 
things | had to worry about. 


“Forgive my rudeness, but you don’t really look the type,” he said. 


“| don’t go out looking for fights,” | lied. “But if a fight finds me, | am 
fully ready to win it.” 


“In the middle of the night?” 


“Mr. Hebert, I’m not saying | can walk into a drug den and clear the 
place out-” a/though | could, “-I’m saying that | can keep us safe if 
we're walking through the neighborhood after dark.” 


Danny held my gaze, then turned back to Taylor, who was still 
holding his hand. “It’s been so long since you've spent any time with 
your friends,” he told her. “The last thing | want to do is tell you to 
stop. But I’m scared. I’m always scared. | Know how it feels, to be 


tired of worrying, but | can’t just stop.” He rubbed his free hand over 
his thinning hair. 


“| can’t stop you from sneaking out. I’d only push you away if | tried. 
But maybe... maybe it’s time you got a phone. At least | can be sure 
you'd be able to call for help, if you needed it.” | squirmed 
uncomfortably in my seat. Was the aura of People Getting Over 
Their Problems really this strong, just passively? It was starting to 
make me distinctly uncomfortable. | knew it was a hundred times 
more benevolent than Glory Girl’s aura-ah, hell, | needed to ask Max 
about Panacea, too. 


“Sorry,” Danny said to me. “I didn’t mean for things to get so 
personal. Must be kinda awkward for you, huh?” 


“A bit,” | said, embarrassed that he’d caught my discomfort. “It’s 
okay, though.” 


“Good. | should thank you,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve seen Taylor 
this happy in months.” He shot her a smile, which she returned. “Do 
you need to go, or can you stay for dinner?” 


| flicked my eyes over to Taylor, who nodded encouragingly. “If it’s no 
trouble.” 


“None at all. I’ve got spaghetti on the stove already, I’m sure there’s 
enough for three.” 


“You haven't seen her eat yet,” Taylor warned him. | gave her a 
thoroughly exaggerated pout. “The sandwiches she brings to school 
could feed a family of four!” 


“Don’t you get on my case too!” | whined. Danny laughed as he got 
up and went back to work on the stove, turning the heat back up on 
the sauce he’d been preparing. Our timing had been good; less than 
ten minutes after we'd arrived, dinner was served. It was simple 
food, pasta and hamburger meat in sauce, but it was hearty and 
well-made. 


The conversation started with small talk before moving on to the 
news. The Dockworkers were still struggling, but enough local fishing 
boats and private shipping had been coming in to port to keep 
unemployment manageable. The Empire Eighty-Eight were expected 
to be off their game for a while after one of the oligarchs in charge of 
Gesellschaft’s finances had his accounts emptied by a vigilante 
hacker. GUARD had taken the opportunity to hit the Sons of Odin, 
the most prominent Neo-Nazi group in Pennsylvania, and there was 
some concern that the remnants who had escaped the round-up 
would head east into New York, Massachusetts, and New 
Hampshire. And, of course, the elephant in the room. 


“| never thought the Protectorate would actually catch Lung,” Danny 
said. “He’s been untouchable for so long, I’d long since accepted the 
Bay would never be rid of him.” Taylor didn’t meet his eyes, instead 
focusing on the pasta still on her plate. He noticed her discomfort 
and came to a reasonable-and therefore wrong-conclusion. “He’s not 
what | was worrying about, honey,” he told her. “I know you’re smart 
enough not to run into a cape fight, but even normal people can be 
dangerous.” Taylor only drooped further. He took a bite of pasta, then 
continued, “We have to trust that the Protectorate will deal with the 
capes. Maybe they actually can, if Armsmaster can finally bring 
down Lung.” 


“It’s not all good news,” | said. “There’s a power vacuum now, both in 
the gang and in the city.” 


“That’s way over my head,” he said. “I’m sure the PRT and 
Protectorate are going to be working overtime trying to keep 


everything under control. I’m just hoping I'll have a little less to worry 
about each day.” 


“Maybe the heroes will fill the vacuum,” Taylor said. 
“That would be best,” | agreed. 


The conversation moved on to safer topics from there. 


“A reasonable-and therefore wrong-conclusion” is one of the running 
themes in the Worm portion of the Chain, because it’s just so ripe for 
comedy. It was only a matter of time until | got a chance to call it out 

directly. But let’s talk about Armsmaster. 


Fanon Armsmaster is a robot. Incapable of connecting with people. 
Unreasonably inflexible. Businesslike to the point of parody, with the 
sense of humor of a Sunday school nun’s ruler. There’s a basis for 
this; in his first appearance after the Lung fight, he’s unsociable to 
the point of hostility. 


To me, this raises the question of how he came to a leadership 
position at all, given that he’s apparently incapable of not saying 
exactly what he thinks at any given time. Now, he’s clearly 
competent enough at his job, but you have to work office politics at 
least a little to turn performance into recognition, so he has to have 
some sort of charisma. So what's the deal? 


Armsmaster has, thus far, appeared once in this fic, in which he 
cracks a joke and pokes fun at Kasey’s clumsy flying. That’s how | 
imagine ‘day-to-day’ Armsmaster; he may feel isolated and unable to 
connect with people in the quiet of his own head, but he’s able to put 
on the public face of a charismatic hero when he needs to. | think the 
most reasonable explanation for Armsmaster as a person in a living 
world is that he’s normally able to navigate social situations fine, 
even if it's not comfortable; it’s his actions in his original appearance 
(which would go on to define the fanon characterization) that are ‘out 
of character’ for him. And the explanation Kasey gives in this chapter 
is why: he’s off-balance. All his plans, his contingencies, his 
contingencies’ contingencies-all worthless. For a careful, methodical 
planner like him, uncertainty is anathema. He’s alarmed, not 
because he fears for his own safety (though that is a concern) but 
because he has suddenly encountered a Black Swan, and he 
doesn’t know what’s going to happen next. “Are you going to fight 
me?” is a reasonable thing to ask-though perhaps not in those exact 
words, but being sociable is the last thing on his mind at the 
moment. 


Chapter 13: Questions 


| think we're all said our piece, so I'm going to ask that we set aside 
the topic before tempers flare out of hand. Maybe we can discuss 
the new chapter, instead? 


Chapter 13: Questions 


“Hey, Cass. How are things going?” Max asked as | walked into the 
lounge. Tonight, he was drinking with David, Garrus, and two people 
| didn’t know. David was in one of the Armchairs, Garrus on the 
couch next to Max himself, and the pair of strangers, aman anda 
woman who were acting like a couple, on the opposite couch. | was 
only slightly surprised to see that Garrus was in his ‘normal’ form, 
rather than his jump form. One more inconvenience | hadn't 
expected: no alt-forms unless you slot them, and the slots cost the 
same resources as perk slots, too! | didn’t begrudge him the 
expenditure one bit, though; if my ‘normal’ form was that different 
from human, I’d have gone crazy if | couldn’t switch back. 


“Pretty good, personally,” | said. | grabbed myself a soda from the 
fridge, then sat down in the remaining armchair. “But | have a few 
things | was worried about.” | popped the cap off the bottle with my 
power and took a drink. “First, though: introductions?” 


“Ah, right. Sorry!” Max said. “Cass, this is James and Sonoshee. 
James, Sonoshee: Cassandra.” 


“Charmed,” James said as he shook my hand. Sonoshee leaned 
over him to shake my hand as well. 


“Pleased to meet you,” | said. 


“So, Cass, you said you had some worries?” Max asked. 


“Yeah. | butterflied the canonical Skitter/Armsmaster meeting away, 
and I’m wondering if | just ruined Armsmaster’s redemption arc.” 


“You should ask Erin about that. She’d know.” 


“Ah, right, she had that run-in with Shadow Stalker back in January.” 
I’d forgotten about that conversation, even though it had ultimately 
lead to Sophia and | more-or-less unmasking to each other. “What’s 
she up to?” 


“Tinkering,” James said unhelpfully. 

“And trying to steal Colin from Dragon, | expect,” Sonoshee added. 
| gave a short, choked laugh of surprise. “Really?” 

“She might not be trying to woo him,” James said, throwing an arm 
around Sonoshee, “but he’s one of her favorite characters. | would 


be shocked if she hasn't been trying to work her way into his 
personal life.” 


“Might not be,” Sonoshee repeated with a grin. 

“What personal life?” | joked. 

“You know what he means,” Max said. “His business.” 
“His affairs?” | asked. 

“You said that, not me.” 


| gave him the most guileless look | could manage. “Well, it sounds 
like | don’t have to worry too much about him. What about 
Panacea?” 


“Now that is more your department,” he said. “It’s you, Emily, and 
Erin-Ellen, this jump-in Brockton, and that’s it. You’re going in with 
the Undersiders, right? So you can mitigate the bank debacle.” 


“Yeah, | guess? | mean, that’s still kinda up in the air.” | took another 
drink while | thought. I’d been gung-ho about trying to connect with 
Sophia and Emma, but Amy had years of some of the worst 
emotional parental abuse | could imagine, served with a side dish of 
having her serotonin system regularly microwaved by Glory Girl’s 
aura. And that was only the start of her issues. “The whole People 
Get Over Their Issues aura seems pretty strong-a /ot stronger than | 
expected, to the point it’s kind of weirding me out-but | have very 
little confidence in my ability to connect with Amy at all. I'd probably 
have done better as Cass; Kasey is completely the wrong identity to 
approach her as.” 


“Perky, rich, and blonde?” David rattled off. “Yeah, | can see that not 
being a great match.” 


“Blonde?” | asked, poking at my light but definitely brown hair. 
“Close enough. Your cape identity won't work?” 

“Not unless someone can help her get over her black-and-white 
world-view first.” | said. “Otherwise she’s not going to give a villain, 
even a totally harmless one, the time of day. And | am most certainly 
not going to be ‘harmless’ after | rob a bank.” 


“Wouldn't Erin be able to help?” James asked. “She’d have some 
contact with New Wave, right?” 


“Maybe. I’ll ask her about that, too.” | relaxed back in my chair. 
“How're things?” 


“We ended up in London,” he said. “Things are pretty quiet, honestly. 
| expected more action.” 


“My power’s not as interesting as I'd hoped,” Sonoshee said. “I rolled 
vehicle tinker naturally, and thought, ‘wow, perfect!’ But it turns out 
there’s just not a lot of new stuff there.” 


“I’m enjoying it,” James said. 


“Of course you are.” 


“GUARD ’s doing well,” Max said. “We’re dealing with the 
Blasphemies next, through proxies, alternate identities, and whoever 
happened to end up in Europe.” He nodded at the pair across from 
him. “Nilbog’s on the list; the real question there is how to glass the 
town without angering the government. We’re going through the S- 
Class threats pretty quickly, all things considered.” 


“Akemi and | are going to be going after Saint soon,” David said. 
“How?” Garrus asked. “Are you going to roll up, off the three of them, 
and run the show yourselves while trying to crack Dragon’s code, or 
do it more publicly with a capture? If you leave them alive, they’re 
going to talk.” 

Max’s voice was hard. “For all their supposed good intentions, 
they’ve done enough damage-and would do so much more, if they 
had the chance-that I’m perfectly happy to just kill them.” 

“Great,” David said with a sigh. “More wetwork.” 

“You went after Jack Slash, right?” | asked. 

“Yeah. Took the shot from the roof of a nearby motel, then GUARD 
moved in to clean up. We got a clean sweep-eight dead, one 
captured.” 

“So they’re all really dead then?” | asked. 

“We’re not hiding any cape-sicles in the Warehouse, no,” Max said. 
“Ah. To be honest, I’m kinda bummed that Bonesaw died,” | said. 
“Out of all the long-standing members of the Nine, she was probably 
the only one with a real path to redemption.” 


“That's on me,” Max admitted. “Could we have taken her in and 
rehabilitated her? Probably. But just the possibility of redemption 


doesn’t mean she’s innocent. A lot of better people had already died 
at her hands.” 


| didn’t like that logic one bit. “That sounds like vengeance. A death 
sentence, in the judicial sense.” 


“| wasn’t the one who sentenced her,” he argued. “That’s what a kill 
order is-a death sentence handed down in absentia, to be carried out 
by the first person in a position to do so.” 


“But by your own admission, you could have not done so. You could 
have brought her in alive. You had the legal authority to kill her, but 
that doesn’t mean you had the moral authority.” 


“You really want to get into a debate on morality? In Worm?” Max 
leaned forward, the challenge clear. | groaned and covered my face 
with one hand. “I didn’t think so. Keeping to this specific example, 
you’re arguing the case that we should have devoted significant time 
and effort to redeeming and rehabilitating one person who, | need to 
remind you, is a mass murderer on a scale you'd be hard-pressed to 
find on any world without superpowers or similar abilities.” 


“|... let's say | am,” | said. 


“You are. And | get that, | do. But what you’re saying is, ultimately, 
that we should have saved this one specific person.” 


“And?” 


“So why stop there? Why start there? We’re softballing this world, 
honestly. Some of this is actual limitations, some is just respecting 
the fact that there are institutions that are at least mostly functional, 
and some is that we're trying to ease the world through a transition 
to a generally less shitty place without flipping the table entirely. 


“But the fact is that we’re metaphorically breaking a few eggs, here. 
We could have gone in guns blazing, hit every S-Class threat at 
once, domed Eidolon, and thrown Cauldron into a deep, dark hole. 


Between all of us, we could probably get rid of every major villain in 
the entire world within a month. It would be bloody, barbaric, and a 
total perversion of every justice system ever invented, but we could 
do it. Every day we don't, innocent people die instead.” 


“You're describing a trolley problem,” | argued. “What you’re saying 
amounts to not pulling the switch.” 


“Because there are other things in play besides just the people,” Max 
responded heatedly. “If we flip the switch, we’re also running over 
law and order, making ourselves the ultimate authority, beholden 
only to ourselves. You’ve read Ward, right?” 


“No.” 


“Then-really? Okay, nevermind. The point is that the trolley tracks 
extend beyond the people tied to them, and taking control means 
declaring that we have the right to permanently change the course of 
history to our liking.” 


“| think you’re mangling the metaphor a bit,” Garrus said. 

“We're getting off track-” | started. 

“This isn’t the time for puns,” Max interrupted. 

“l-damn it,” | groaned. “That wasn’t intentional, | swear. What | meant 
is that you’re arguing against heavy-handed global intervention, 
when we were talking about one specific case.” 

“The point | was trying to make is that you only care about this one 
specific case because you know the character,” he said. “She’s- 
what’s the word-” 

“She’s in your monkeysphere,” Garrus said. 


“Exactly. All the faceless civilians she’s killed weren'’t-” 


“That’s not fair-” 


“Let me finish!” Max said over me. “Fine. We'll ignore the matter of 
guilt. You’re still focusing on one person among god-knows-how- 
many people died that day.” 


“Because, by your own admission, you could have spared her and 
didn’t. That’s not a matter of non-intervention, or a problem of 
Opportunity. You chose to kill her rather than save her, and that’s one 
more death than there needed to be.” 


“You're focused on who she could have been, Cass. Yes, she had a 
path to redemption. A path that required literal Plot-Bullshit-To- 
Victory to set in motion. As she was, at that moment, she deserved 
that kill order.” 


He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. His voice was much 
calmer when he resumed speaking. “What would we have done with 
her if we’d captured her? We avoided any potential biological kill- 
switches by glassing her and everything within a dozen yards of her. 
Taking her in alive means dealing with the tinker-tech plagues she’d 
got brewing under her skin, plus the augmentations that make her a 
literal killing machine. Yes, we can deal with all of that, but it would 
be a constant risk for as long as she was alive. 


“And what next? She had a kill order. If we hand her over to the law, 
she dies anyway. If we stop them from killing her, we’d burn every 
bridge we'd ever have. We'd need to fake her death convincingly 
enough people to stop looking-possible, but again, risky-and we’d 
still have a walking bomb on our hands. Who's going to rehabilitate 
her? You?” 


“I-no, | couldn't,” | admitted. “You’re telling me we don’t have anyone 
with super-therapy powers?” 


“Of course we do.” Max didn’t look annoyed anymore; lying back on 
the couch with his eyes closed, he looked tired. “But those take time, 
and we’d have to be on high alert the entire time, because she is a 
literal walking bomb. | could have slammed remorse or compassion 
down her throat, but that’s closer to mind-rape than therapy, and 


runs into death-of-personality issues as well. Killing her would be the 
merciful option compared to that.” 


He took a deep breath and opened his eyes to meet mine. “But that’s 
not the real issue. This is all just me attempted to justify my decision 
in hindsight. In the moment, | scanned her mind, and all she could 
feel was glee at what she was going to do to those people. | took the 
shot.” 


“Oh.” | finished my drink in silence while Max grabbed another round 
for the four of us. “I’m sorry,” | said. “I shouldn’t have started second- 
guessing you.” 


“No, /’m sorry,” Max said. “I’ve been doubting myself, and | got more 
upset with you than | should have.” Garrus reached out and put a 
hand on Max’s knee, giving it an encouraging squeeze. “And you 
always have the right to second-guess me, all of you. You’re as 
much my advisers as you are my friends, and sometimes | need 
perspective.” 


“But you don’t need people parroting your own uncertainties back at 
you,” | said, embarrassed. 


He shrugged. “Maybe someday | will.” 
“lll drink to that,” James said. We clinked bottles. 
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| called Erin on my way out of the Warehouse. She was well aware 
of Amy’s issues, and assured me that she’d handle it. | promised to 
do my best to make sure the robbery didn’t turn into the clusterfuck it 
had in canon-assuming | was involved, which was pretty likely-and 
that was that. 


My phone buzzed a couple hours after midnight: I’d arranged for a 
autocaller to dial me whenever someone left a message on the 


answering machine I'd set up for my cape persona. | pulled the 
burner phone out of my costume jacket and dialed in immediately. 


“Loony? This is T. I'll be at the Blue Sky cafe on Shoreline from noon 
to one today if you can find time to stop by. No dress code, if you 
catch my drift. Just you and me. Hope to see you there.” 


Tattletale wanted to meet me. One-on-one, out of costume. She 
knew Skitter and | were a pair, and she knew | wouldn’t commit to 
anything without Skitter there, so this wasn’t recruitment related. 


Fact-finding, then? It made sense. Meeting me out of costume was 
almost certainly a ploy to get as much information as she could. 
Unmasking was generally seen as an equivalent exchange, but with 
her power she could expect to learn a lot more about whoever she 
was meeting. Of course, | already knew more about her than she’d 
ever want me to know, so it wasn’t like | had to worry about it being 
fair. 


| headed upstairs and knocked on Emily’s door. “Emily? You in?” 


“Come in.” | opened the door and stepped through. Emily was sitting 
on her bed, sharpening a sword longer than she was tall. She 
slipped it back into her shield as | entered, which looked damn weird. 
“What can | do for you?” 


I'd come up here to ask her to call me out sick, because that was 
what one did, right? Now that | was here, though, it seemed 
absolutely laughable. Emily wasn’t my guardian, no one cared that 
Kasey Hudson was well on her way to failing every class, and they 
wouldn't care if she didn’t show up tomorrow. “How are you doing?” | 
asked instead. 


“I’m fine,” she said. 
“Are you sure?” 


“Yes.” 


| snorted and sat down on the bed next to her. “I told Max | was 
feeling weirded out by having all these social perks just sorta... 
make people open up to me, but | think I’m starting to rely on it.” 


“Oh?” 
“Yeah. How are you? Really? You getting enough sleep?” 


Emily rolled her eyes. “I don’t need sleep. Fifteen minutes of 
meditation a day.” 


“Ah. Cool.” Too bad none of my social perks appeared to include 
social skills. “| can ‘get by’ on one hour a night, but | still sleep six. 
There’s just not much to do at night except mess around in the 
Warehouse or go caping, and I've been trying to keep a low profile.” 


“There’s nothing wrong with that,” she said. 


| gave her a smile, because the alternative was frowning at my own 
awkwardness. “How are you, Homura?” 


“I’m fine.” 


“Are you?” She raised one eyebrow. “I mean... | get that this is 
‘normal’ for you, and the Emily | got to know in January was more of 
an overlay than anything else, but... | feel like you’re, you’re... 
closed off.” 


“I’m sorry. | didn’t think about how it looked to you. This is your first 
import, So you’re going to be feeling the jump memories much 
stronger than most of us. It must have seemed like your sister was 
just fading away, being replaced-” 


“That’s not what I’m worried about,” | interrupted. “It’s weird, yes, but 
I’m asking about you. Are you okay? Really okay?” 


“Why would | not be okay?” she asked. 


| swallowed. “Can | ask you something personal?” | broke eye 
contact, looking away at the plain white walls instead. “Like, very 
personal.” 


She didn’t answer for a few moments. “You can ask,” she said finally. 
“How did you come to join up with Max?” 
There was a long silence. 


“| failed,” she said. | risked a glance back, but she wasn't looking at 
me; she was staring straight ahead, lost in memory. “So | got ready 
to try again. Max stopped me, warned me that she wouldn't be there 
next time. | didn’t really care... but she offered me an alternative. A 
chance to leave Earth for a while, and come back with enough power 
to save anyone. To save everyone. How could | refuse?” 


My first instinct was to hug her, but | settled for resting one of my 
hands on hers, much as | had for Sophia after dragging her life story 
out of her. “You'll make it,” | said. “I know you will.” Homura’s ‘build’ 
made a lot of sense considering she planned to go back. No wonder 
she’d focused on protective perks so heavily. 


“| will,” she repeated. “I’d almost given up hope. | failed so many 
times... but this time, everybody lives.” 


“Everybody,” | repeated. 


“Everybody,” she said. “No matter how stubbornly they try to get 
themselves killed.” 


She was probably thinking of Sayaka. “Damn straight,” | said. “Uh, if 
you don’t mind me asking, how many times-” 


“| do mind.” She pulled her hand away and returned it to her lap. 


“Sorry.” Fuck. 


| fidgeted, tapping my fingers on the bed beneath me. “So, uh, what 
do you think?” 


“Of what?” 

“The adventure.” 

“It’s been fine.” 

| nudged her with my elbow. “Come on. ‘Fine’? That's it?” 
“It’s a means to an end,” she said. 

“What about the people you’ve met along the way?” 


“|...” Homura hesitated. “I’ve tried not to get too attached,” she 
admitted. “It would be so easy to just leave everything behind. But | 
can't. | can’t. But if | get too attached... to Max... to everyone... | 
might not go back.” 


That sounds lonely. I'd thought that, at least, being part of the 
Jumpchain would give her a chance to make lasting friendships that 
didn’t reset, but she was deliberately holding herself apart. 


Deliberately. 
“Is that...” | stopped. Did | really want to say that? 


No. Some questions were too personal, too loaded. “Are you feeling 
okay?” | asked instead. “Talking about this?” 


“I’m fine.” Homura manifested her soul gem in her left hand, while 
pulling something out of her shield with her right. It looked like a 
small glass bauble, and when she touched it to her gem, a single 
mote of darkness flittered from the gem into the bauble. “See?” 


“Is that a Clear Seed?” 


“That’s what Max called it.” She held it up for me to see, though she 
kept it safely in her own hands. 


“Huh. So that’s what a Clear Seed looks like.” 
“You hadn’t seen one before?” she asked. 
“Nope” 


Homura hummed, looking at the seed. “Expanded universe?” she 
asked. 


“Fanfic, actually.” 


Somehow, her body language went from that of someone holding a 
precious treasure to that of someone holding a smelly sock without 
moving a muscle. “I see.” 


“It's a good fanfic?” 


“| shouldn’t have asked.” She slipped the seed back into her shield. 
“Was that all?” 


The question I’d stopped myself from asking echoed in my mind. 
Is that why you stopped being Emily? 


It wasn’t a fair question, and | knew it. The last thing | wanted was to 
guilt Homura into forming a bond that she’d have to break. 


“What sort of build did you make, this jump?” | asked instead. 
“Rogue for the freebies and Enlightened Self Interest, two hundred 
points on choosing the power, then six hundred on Shard 
Administration. I’ve been looking for a power-sharing perk fora 
while, and the only way it could be better is if | retained the abilities.” 


“You're all business, then,” | teased her. 


“| took the rogue origin,” she said. “I’m an assassin.” 
“Oh.” | looked away awkwardly. “You mean, literally?” 


“Yes.” She started ticking off her fingers. “Manton. Teacher. Bakuda. 
Heartbreaker-” 


“That was you?” 
“Yeah.” 


| wasn’t sure | wanted to know, especially after my earlier 
conversation with Max, but | had to ask. “What happened to his 
victims?” 


“Max has a perk specifically for undoing mind-alteration powers, as 
long as she can launch a single physical attack on the source. She 
smacked him from time-stop, then | put five rounds in him. That took 
care of all the dead-man’s switches as well. 


“As far as anyone knows, Heartbreaker’s power didn’t quite work on 
someone in his inner circle, then reversed itself fully with his death.” 


“Wow.” | was starting to feel like the perks I’d had a chance to take 
were on the low end of the scale, bullshit-wise. “How’d you track him 
down?” 


“Regent pointed me in the right direction.” 


“He did? How did you contact him? The... what was it, the address 
book?” There had been an item for sale in the jump document that 

had contact information; | thought it was free to the Cauldron origin, 
but | wasn’t sure that was right. 


“It doesn’t contain contact information for capes who don’t want to be 
contacted. | used this.” She pulled out a small plastic box and flipped 
the lid open, revealing an old-fashioned Rolodex. “It has contact 
details for everyone it’s holder has ever met, provided they know 
their name.” 


That was the object she’d shoved into my hands back in February. 
I'd come home and mentioned Regent, and she’d shoved it into my 
hands to get his contact details. Then she’d called him up... was that 
Tattletale had been on about last night? He’d been approached by a 
strange cape offering to kill his father, he’d cooperated, his father 
had ended up dead... of course he’d been spooked by the concept 
he was ‘leaking’ information, he had more secrets than Lisa did by 
this point. And she’d been rapidly learning them, and had not 
appreciated being out of the loop one bit. 


While I'd been connecting the dots, Homura had pulled out a 
notebook and was flipping through it. On closer examination, | 
realized it was the Journal from the RPG jump-l’d forgotten | had one 
of those. “Sorry for bringing all that up,” | said. 


“It’s fine.” 


“As in ‘it was never a problem’, or ‘I want to pretend it didn’t 
happen’?” 


“It’s fine,” she repeated, and | left it alone. | had someone else to 
worry about. 


Worry about pranking, that is. 


“Hey, do you have anything you can give out that would make it 
harder for Tattletale to read me?” 
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Quest Log 
___FORMATTING IS SUFFERING __ COMPLETED QUESTS 


> [X]_ A Shoulder to Fly On 
(COMPLETE) 


Befriend Taylor 


| get flies with a little help from my friends. 


ACTIVE QUESTS 
v [ |. Not a Messiah 


Redeem the Schoolyard Bullies 
[0/2] 


—__ ¥ [| Sophia: 
_____ > [X]_ Befriend Sophia 
e [X]__ Discover Sophia’s past 
v [ |. Convince Sophia to reconsider her world view 
¢ [ |_ Have Taylor defeat Sophia in a spar 
-OR- 
¢[ ]|_ Convince Taylor to unmask to Sophia 
-OR- 
e [ |_ ??? (Undiscovered) 
—_ wv {[| Emma: 


-H1 Beftierd Erma 
(FAILED) 


¢[ |_ ??? (Undiscovered) 
v [ __ Eye of the Tiger 
Train Taylor 
__°[X|_ Arrange for a personal trainer for Taylor 


___¢[ ]_ Train Taylor until she can defeat Sophia (84%) 


v [ |. Membership Benefits 

Join the Undersiders 

___°¢[X]_ Meet the Undersiders 

___*[X]_ Convince the Undersiders to invite you to the team 

__ ¢[ ]|_ Wait for the invitation 

__°*[]+ Meet Lisa at noon (optional) 

__¢[]+ Convince Taylor to join (optional) 

v [ |. Bio Hazard 

Stop Panacea from going off the deep end 

__e[]. ??? 

__ ¢[]+ Contact Erin (optional) 
---X==X==X--- 


In addition to tracking all of my current goals, my ‘Quest Log’ 
managed to offer at least one alternative | hadn't thought of. Trying 
to get Taylor and Sophia to unmask to each other was a recipe for 
disaster, but the fact that there was a social path around having the 
two of them beat the crap out of each other was interesting, if 
nothing else. And there were more options, as well, although 
apparently | had to figure them out on my own. 


More importantly, it told me two things | hadn’t known. First, that 
Taylor was ‘eighty-four percent’ ready to face down Sophia. David 
had estimated his training multiplier at about thirty times normal, 
which turned three weeks of training into almost two years-not 
unreasonable that she’d be almost good enough after that. 


The second was that | had apparently failed to befriend Emma. Back 
when I'd first arrived in Brockton, I’d complained that | didn’t have a 
good sense of what my social perks were actually doing. I’d forgotten 
that the Journal also had profile pages for all of the people I’d met, 
with more details coming the longer I’d spent with them. Emma, 
Sophia, and Taylor’s pages were more or less completely filled out, 
and Emma’s page confirmed what the quest tracker had suggested: 
not only was Emma unfriendly towards me, there was a growing rift 
between her and Sophia because she was worried Sophia had 
betrayed her for a new, cooler friend. | might have appreciated the 
irony if it didn’t feel like a personal failing. It didn’t seem like it was 
hopeless, since there was still another objective beneath that, but it 
wasn’t promising. 

As for Taylor and Sophia, the Journal actually tracked all their 
neuroses, with recent modifiers listed. Having it all quantified made it 
even more creepy; | comforted myself with the thought that it would 
all be for their benefit in the end. 


| really hoped that was true. 


| ambushed Taylor on her way back from her morning run, ‘running’ 
into her on the corner of the block her house was on. “Hey, Taylor!” 


She skidded to a halt in front of me. “Kasey? What are you doing 
here?” Taylor was dressed in great sweats and running shoes, a 
sheen of sweat on her forehead despite the cool morning. 

“| wanted to give you a heads up: I’m skipping school today.” 
“Why?” 


“| got a message from... one of our mutual acquaintances. She 
wants to meet me downtown today.” 


“Just you.” Taylor said. 


None of that now, Taylor! “It’s a power dynamic thing. | don’t think the 
meeting is... membership related, anyway.” 


“Do you need backup?” she asked immediately. 


“| shouldn't. And | really shouldn’t encourage you to miss school.” | 
grinned. “But if you want to come, provide overwatch or something, 
I'll give you a ride.” 


Taylor didn’t hesitate. “When do we leave?” 
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| picked Taylor up a few minutes after ten o’clock. “You think she'll 
already be there?” She asked as she slid into the passenger seat. 


“Probably. Trying to one-up her on arrival is a losing strategy. I’m 
going to play this cool, arrive five minutes late. We'll be ten miles 
away until we have to go to make it right in time for the meeting.” | 
left the car in park and popped the Adventurer’s Map out of 
hammerspace. Taylor’s eyes widened as | spread the map out and 
zoomed in on Shoreline, the aptly-named street than ran along the 
coast from the Boardwalk to the defunct south ferry terminal. 
Shoreline was associated with the Boardwalk and was thus ‘tourist 
territory’, meaning it was well-policed by both the literal police 
department and the Protectorate, despite only brushing against the 
Boardwalk itself at its northern end. Blue Sky was a small outdoor 
cafe only a couple blocks south of the Boardwalk proper, with 
seating facing the water for a picturesque view of the Protectorate 
HQ in the bay. 


“I'll park a block away, here.” | pointed to a parking garage. “Then I'll 
walk over to the cafe.” With a thought, the map zoomed in further, 
then swooped down to a Google-Streetview like perspective from the 
cafe itself. | panned the map back and forth for a second. 


“Where do you get your Tinkertech?” Taylor asked. 


“Favors owed,” | hedged. Given how much I'd suffered to get my 
Generic RPG goods, it was almost true. “What’s your range?” 


“Hm?” 

“On your power.” 

“About two blocks,” she said. 
“How far is that?” 


“Two blocks,” Taylor repeated flatly. “I don’t know how many feet that 
is.” 


“Right.” | frowned at the map; | remembered her range as being 
larger than that, but that was probably later, after she’d had time to 
grow into it. “You can catch a movie here,” | pointed to a theatre on 
the other side of the block across from the cafe. “That'll put us safely 
in your range, right?” 


“Yeah, it should.” 


“Great. You can listen in through this.” | reached into the back seat 
and grabbed a bag; | pulled out a box and opened it to reveal a pair 
of small, earplug-shaped devices, one of which | took for myself 
before handing the box to her. “It can’t do subvocalization without a 
throat mic, unfortunately, so you'll have to talk out loud to transmit. 
The good news is it that it'll catch what our contact says, so | won’t 
have to repeat it to you.” | bent down so she could watch me put it in 
my ear, then helped her do the same. | reached back into the bag 
and stuffed a few more goodies into my jacket pockets before 
tossing the empty bag back into the back seat of the car. 


One of the reasons I’d come so early was to leave myself time to 
both make sure | had an accurate understanding of how far Taylor 
had developed her power without me, and then give Taylor a crash 
course in her own power. “How well can you sense through your 
bugs? Sight, hearing, that sort of thing?” 


“Not well. | can get splotchy colors and distorted sounds, but it gives 
me a headache to try to interpret it. Bug senses don’t work like 
human senses.” 


“Hmm.” | moved the map down a block, panning the view around 
again while | pretended to think her words over. “You might be able 
to train that, if it's just a matter of interpreting the information. We'll 
talk about that later. What else can you sense through them?” 


“Well,” Taylor said, scrunching her face in thought. “I know what kind 
of bugs they are, and how they work, enough to recognize a stinger 
or silk gland and keep them fed and breathing. | Know where they 
are-” 


“How precisely?” | cut in. 
“Like they’re part of my own body.” 


“Proprioception?” | put on a grin. “Nice. That’s killer. Better than 
sight, even.” 


“How’s that better that sight?” 


“Because of what you can do with it. You can feel your way around in 
pitch blackness, like you've got a million detachable fingers to guide 
you.” 


“That’s gross.” 
“You control bugs, who’s the gross one here?” 
“Bugs aren’t gross!” she insisted. 


| cleared my throat loudly. “Back on topic: you can feel your way 
around with bugs, or just coat everything in an area with bugs if 
you’re not trying to be subtle. Use enough fliers and you get a 
negative space map: wherever your bugs are is empty space, and 
everything else is solid. Plus, if you Know what any given bug is 
touching, you know where that object is.” 


“None of that is useful if l’m not going to coat the cafe in bugs,” 
Taylor said. 


| sighed. “Yeah, that’s true. Hmm.” | feigned a few more moments of 
thought. “There are bugs small enough that people won’t notice 
them, right? You could put bugs on people, and track them for as 
long as they stay in your range.” Taylor nodded. 


“| can put a spider in your hair-” 


“Don’t you dare!” | yelled. “Ahem. | mean, | would prefer if any bugs 
remained on my clothing, and not be spiders. | don't like bugs in 
general, but spiders in particular, ugh.” 


Taylor gave me a flat look. “You’re arachnophobic.” 
“Yeah.” 


“You are terrible at choosing friends,” she declared with utmost 
seriousness. 


“You're the best friend an arachnophobe could have, because you 
can keep them way the hell away from me,” | pointed out. 


“| could...” 


“If | catch you sneaking spiders onto my person | will tell David to 
train you wrong on purpose.” 
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Lisa was highly visible, given that the cafe wasn’t doing much 
business today. She was the only customer sitting out on the patio, 
perched on one of the overly-tall chairs that were inexplicably 
popular at outdoor cafes in the Bay, blonde hair in a long braid, 
Sipping an iced drink through a straw in total defiance of the cold, 
overcast weather. Her eyes slid right over me as | moved through the 
crowd, only picking me out once I’d exited the cafe back onto the 
patio, hot chocolate in hand. She immediately grimaced like her drink 


had gone sour. “What the hell are you doing?” she hissed as | 
approached. 


“What?” 
“Don’t ‘What?’ me! | look at you and | get mariachi music!” 
Oops. “I'll, uh, turn that down, then?” 


“Please,” Lisa said. | felt for the ‘knob’ that had appeared in my head 
along the normal feelings for my own powers and dialed it down until 
she stopped scowling at me. “Thank you,” Lisa said petulantly. She 
scanned me, eyes roving from head to toe. “You’re mic’d up,” she 
said accusingly. “And you've got backup. | to/d you to come alone.” | 
turned the dial back up a bit. 


“| did.” When Lisa started to object, | clarified, “| am not unobserved. 
It’s just me, here-backup is intel only. It seemed fair.” 


“And the music?” 

| buried my face in my cup. “I... didn’t realize it would do that.” 
“You are a weird one, Loony.” 

“Kasey,” | said, holding out a hand. “Kasey Hudson.” 


“Lisa.” She didn’t give me a last name, and | didn’t ask. We shook, 
and | sat down-which is to say | hopped up and managed to perch 
my ass on the seat enough to pull myself back into a proper sitting 
position 


Lisa was wearing a similar outfit to mine; a cold-weather jacket over 
a solid color long-sleeved shirt and jeans. She was pretty, in that sort 
of no-obvious-flaws comic-book superheroine way; combined with 
the fact that | really cared whether she liked me for a number of 
entirely non-romantic reasons-she was probably my favorite of the 
core cast, even edging out Taylor herself-| was more than a little self- 


conscious. “Uh, since you asked me out here alone, | assume this is 
a meet and greet, not a membership thing.” 


“Yeah.” She brushed a few loose strands of hair out of her face, then 
shot me a warm smile. “Sorry, about the attitude. | didn’t get much 
sleep last night, as you can probably imagine.” 


“| figured as much.” Even knowing that people were biased towards 
liking me by phenomenal cosmic powers, the actual effect was 
sometimes a little disconcerting. At least | could try and earn that 
favor. | reached into the pocket of my jacket and pulled out a small 
phial. “Tinker stims,” | lied as | passed the brilliant green potion over. 
“Good as a full night’s rest.” Jenn had indeed come through on the 
Stamina potions. 


“Side effects?” 


“Not for a single dose.” The potion couldn’t replace sleep entirely, 
and trying was a bad idea, but there were no side effects from the 
potion itself. For a single shot, there was nothing to worry about. 


“SO, what, | put it in my coffee?” 


“If you really want to ruin the coffee. Take it like a shot.” She looked 
at the vial, then at me, then back at the vial. Then she pulled the cork 
and swallowed the whole thing in one gulp. 


“Blech, that’s bitter. Woah.” She blinked, then stared at the vial 
again. “How much of this stuff do you have?” 


“Enough to use it as a peace offering, not enough to supply an 
addict.” 


She pouted and tossed the empty vial back to me. | stuck it back in 
my pocket while she washed the flavor away with the remainder of 
her coffee. “Freelancing has done well for you,” she said. 


“Yeah.” | wasn’t sure exactly how far | could push the truth, even with 
the Obfuscation power Emily had loaned me, but if she assumed my 
various assortment of goods had been picked up as payment for 
services rendered, | wasn’t going to argue. 


“You know we don’t have stuff like that on offer, right?” Lisa stirred 
her coffee’d ice with her straw as she spoke. “Being part of the team 
means not taking odd jobs in return for favors.” 


“| know. Freelancing is great, but a steady paycheck and reliable 
teammates sound pretty nice too.” 


“Your friend isn’t reliable?” 

“We met last night.” It was technically true. 

“You certainly bonded fast,” Lisa said. She was still smiling, and her 
tone made it sound like a compliment, but | knew she was fishing for 


information. 


| slurped up more hot chocolate to cover my hesitation. “Fighting for 
your life will do that?” 


“That’s true.” She picked up her sorry cup of slush and looked at it in 
disappointment. “Well, this was a waste.” 


“Why the iced drink?” 

“To jolt me awake when caffeine alone wasn't doing the job. That’s 
why it was a waste.” She set the cup back down and grinned at me. 
“Shall we take a walk?” 


“Trying to ditch my backup?” | asked jovially. 


Her grin turned sly. “Or maybe I’m trying to scout out just far she can 
see.” 


“| could invite her over and you could ask her yourself,” | suggested. 


“How far away is she?” 

“I'll be there in five minutes,” Taylor said in my ear. 

“She'll be here-” 

“In five minutes,” Lisa finished for me. | rolled my eyes. 

“If you keep showing off, I’m going to start returning the favor.” 
“You're in public,” Taylor reminded me. 

“Relax,” | muttered. 


Lisa chuckled as she hopped off her stool. “Let’s go. She can just 
shadow us. | did call you out here alone, after all.” | finished my drink 
and followed her, and we tossed our cups in the trash on the way 
out. 


She lead us to the right: north, into the Boardwalk proper. Even in 
the dreary spring weather, the Boardwalk was bustling, people 
moving to and fro, stopping to gawk at the displays in the store 
windows. We spent about twenty minutes just wandering and making 
small talk, dodging through the crowd. | wasn’t paying as much 
attention as | should have been, since Lisa bumped into me several 
times, and had to pull me out of the way of other groups a couple 
more. 


“You know,” Lisa said after nudging me around another group, “I get 
the feeling this isn’t exactly your scene.” 


“Not exactly,” | admitted. 


“Yeah. Let’s do something else, then.” She pointed across the 
thoroughfare, at a bright neon sign above a rugged-looking building. 
Arcade. 


| grinned. “Sweet. Let’s go.” 


Lisa must have a pretty good read of me, because she immediately 
went for the light-gun games. Practicing with a real weapon wasn’t 
like using a light-gun, but it had definitely improved my reaction time 
and ability to point a weapon where | wanted it to aim. Between 
training and whatever Lisa was drawing her performance from, we 
tore through Time Crisis 2 with a nearly flawless performance, to the 
amazement of the three college kids who had stopped to watch. 


“Seriously?” she asked, when | punched F L X into the high score 
table, fourth from the top. 


“Why not?” | asked. Lisa rolled her eyes, then grudgingly shot T T L 
in hers. | turned to our spectators and asked, “You guys want a 
turn?” 


They glanced at each other. “Nah, we’re good,” the tallest one said. 
“That was a hell of a thing to watch.” 


“Don’t see a lot of girls in here,” his friend added. “You must play a 
lot.” 


“Yeah.” | grinned at Lisa. “Regular couple of gunslingers, we are.” 
“You come here a lot?” he asked. “I usually come in on weekends-” 


“Don’t mind him,” the first speaker said, jabbing his friend with an 
elbow. 


“What?” he asked. 


“See you around!” the third kid said, as he and kid one pulled their 
protesting friend away. The group disappeared around the corner 
without an explanation. 


“Huh,” | said. Lisa just laughed. “So | know what my deal is. How'd 
you become light-gun John Wick?” 


“Who?” 


Shit, I'd fucked up the dates on that reference. “How are you so good 
at that game?” 


Lisa elbowed me. “You really think anyone spends any time at all 
around my friend without getting dragged into an arcade at some 
point?” 


“That’s fair.” 
“Why are you so good at it?” 


“Practice.” | looked around the dim room, taking a look at the various 
games on offer. “What’s next?” 


“Hmm...” Lisa put her hand on her chin, holding her elbow with other. 
“’m thinking you like Skeeball.” 


| laughed, because she had me down pat. “You are absolutely 
cheating!” | said, then let her drag me off all the same. 


“You are absolutely cheating!” Lisa echoed five minutes later, as | 
outscored her two to one. 


“’m really not! It wouldn’t even help!” That wasn’t exactly true: | 
wasn’t doing anything with my power, but something about the 
senses | had helped me line up exactly the right line throw after 
throw. “Again?” 


“No way,” she said, looking over the machines herself. “We're racing 
now!” She hauled me over to one of those racing game cabinets with 
the full chair-wheel-stick-pedals setup, and promptly repaid me the 
humiliating defeat | had just handed her. Unlike her, | was not smart 
enough to decline the rematch, and ended up losing four races in 
quick succession, which ran me out of quarters. 


We headed over to feed another five dollars to the change machine, 
but someone else had taken the racing the game by the time we got 


back. “Just as well,” | said. “You were only going to make the arcade 
a bunch of money, anyway.” 


“Because you can't cheat a fully electronic game,” Lisa said. 

“| wasn’t cheating,” | said stubbornly. 

“Sure you weren’t. Hey, you think you can cheat at the claw game?” 
“| wasn't cheating!” 


| couldn’t cheat the claw game either, in fact. | won her a stupid little 
cat plushie anyway, but it took enough quarters that | probably could 
have bought a better one for cheaper. 


We'd been in the arcade for nearly an hour, at this point, so we 
grabbed our jackets and headed back out into the afternoon sunlight. 
Lisa stopped to buy a cup of coffee-hot, this time-from one of the 
food trucks that littered the main ‘street’, sighing contentedly as she 
warmed her hands on the cup. We headed out to one of the benches 
facing the water and sat down, rather than having Lisa try to drink 
while she walked. 


“| assumed from the fact that you wanted to meet me that you 
weren't able to learn as much as you wanted Sunday night,” | said 
conversationally. “Did it help?” 


“Yes and no.” She drank her coffee with relish. “You’re infuriatingly 
hard to read. | have twice as many new questions as | have 
answers.” 


| gave a sheepish laugh. “I can try to answer some of them.” 


“Well, | suppose there’s no harm in asking.” She turned her head to 
look me in the eyes. “Why do you want to be on the team?” 


“| like you guys,” | answered honestly. 


“You don’t know us,” Lisa countered. 


“| like you anyway.” 


Lisa broke eye contact and sipped in silence for a bit. “You don't 
need the money. You don’t need our help.” She sloshed the dregs of 
her coffee around absentmindedly. “Is it really that simple?” 


“Yeah.” 


She hummed in thought, then leaned over and wrapped an arm 
around my shoulders. “You’re lucky | like you too. We're not quite 
ready to give you the formal offer, but it’s as good as yours by this 
point. How do you feel about meeting the rest of the team? Say, after 
school on Friday?” 


| waited for Taylor to speak up. “Go for it,” she said. 


“Great,” Lisa said without waiting for me to relay the message. “I'll 
leave another message with the meet-up point tomorrow or 
Thursday.” She polished off the last of the coffee and stood up, cat 
plush tucked under one arm; | followed suit. Lisa offered me her 
hand, and we shook again. “See you then, Kasey.” 


“Looking forward to it, Lisa.” 


| wonder what people think of Max, here. 


Slowly filling in some more Companions, and Kasey is getting closer 
to the Undersiders. Taylor is skeptical. 


One of the main reasons the Worm component of this Jumpchain 
grew so long is that | went into it juggling too many things. Cass is 
still getting used to the Jumpchain and the behavior of Max and 
company, plus she’s dealing with a lot of questions regarding her 
chosen role as a Self-insert within the context of Earth Bet. If | were 
to really go back to the beginning and substantially re-write the Fic, 
l’d probably hold off on Worm for another jump or two, simply so that 
| could deal with the various levels of culture shock (the Jumpchain 


itself, Max and Friends, Moral Questions, and her Favorite Setting) 
separately. 


The other reason it grew like a weed is that | kept cannibalizing half- 
finished fragments of other Worm fics | never properly wrote for story 
beats, so there’s just a lot of things lying around waiting to happen. 
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“Hope that wasn’t too boring,” | said as | headed back to the parking 
garage, cell phone out and held to my ear so | wouldn't look like a 
crazy person. 


“Eh,” Taylor said. “Once you wandered into the arcade, | just took the 
earbud out and watched the movie.” 


| laughed. “Some backup you are.” 

“The reception was real flaky in there, anyway. | still had bugs on you 
guys, so if anything happened, I’d be ready.” She paused, then 
asked, “Enjoy your date?” 

“It wasn't a date,” | said. 

“She was flirting with you the entire time.” 

“How would you know?” | regretted the question as soon as I'd said 
it; ld meant that she had only been listening in, but | knew how it 
sounded. “Sorry, | didn’t mean it like that,” | said quickly. 

“| know how Emma acts about boys she wants to manipulate,” Taylor 
replied, ignoring both my offense and my apology. “She kept looking 


at you, finding excuses to touch you or bump into you. She was 
flirting.” 


“You could see all that?” 


“| was tracking her limbs.” 


“Huh.” | wasn’t sure what to make of that. Lisa was ace, if | recalled 
correctly, so it wasn't like I'd have somehow ‘fixed’ her relationship 
issues. Unless the perk considered that something that needed to be 
‘fixed’, which would be icky on a number of levels. “Are you sure? It 
was pretty crowded.” 


“| was tracking everyone near you. No one bumped into her, and the 
people she steered you around wouldn't have run into you anyway. 
Then she started dragging you around the arcade... how the hell did 
you not notice? You were flirting back.” 


“What?” Seriously, what? “I was not!” 


“You won her a fucking stuffed animal,” she said. “That's, like, 
maximum Cliche levels of first-date flirting.” 


“|... for fuck’s sake...” Well now | had questions. “Do you think she 
was actually interested, or was she just being a bit too intensely 
friendly?” 


“How would | know?” Taylor asked sharply. 
| sighed. “I’m sorry,” | said again. 


“Yeah, me too. I’m pretty sure it the former, though. | mean, she 
hugged you at the end and said she liked you. That wasn’t subtle.” 


| frowned. That was the kind of Mary-Sue reality warping that I’d 
want to avoid with a ten-foot pole. Asexuality isn’t a fucking ‘issue’ 
that needed correcting, and actively changing someone's orientation 
was mind-fuckery of the creepiest sort. Everyone else seemed to act 
about how I’d expected, weird first impressions aside, so the perk 
couldn’t be that bad... right? 


“So...” Taylor continued, “you’re probably joining up with them, 
then?” 


| wanted to. “I mean, they haven't actually offered yet...” 


“| won't judge,” she lied. | didn’t call her on it. 


We didn’t speak again until we were back at the car. Taylor had 
beaten me there, since I’d taken the time to ditch anyone who might 
have been tailing me. Coil would be trying to learn everything about 
me soon enough, | was sure, but | wasn’t going to make it easy for 
him. “I’m sorry,” | repeated as | walked up. 


“It’s fine,” she said. “Really. | know you didn’t mean it like that.” 


“| meant more for the whole hero-villain thing.” | unlocked the car 
door and we climbed in. “I just... | don’t Know. | feel like | lied to you, 
somehow.” 


“Only by omission, and that’s sort of standard for capes, right?” 
Taylor asked. She sighed and leaned back in her seat. “I don’t really 
‘get’ it. Villainy, | mean. But | guess | don’t really understand why 
Emma does anything, either.” 


“That’s a pretty harsh comparison.” 
“Am | wrong, though?” 


| wanted to say yes, but | also wanted to answer truthfully. “Villainy 
isn’t necessarily about hurting people. Sometimes it’s just ‘| do what | 
want and damn the consequences.” That was Sophia’s schtick, so | 
was really wasn’t helping my case. “You don’t want to go back to 
school, | assume?” 


“If | say no, will you let me skip the rest of the day?” she asked 
hopefully. 


“I’m not here to parent you,” | said, “but you realize skipping school is 
the beginning of your descent into delinquency and crime, right?” 


“SO, if | go villain, | don’t have to go to school?” Taylor grinned. 
“Damn, evil is sounding better all the time.” 


“You want to walk around Downtown, or should | see if David’s free 
early?” 


“David!” 
| pulled out my phone. 
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| caught an earful from my math teacher, Mrs. Dibbitz, on 
Wednesday; | guess skipping school entirely was the point at which 
she decided to stage an intervention. The ‘why is such a smart kid 
like you failing my class’ lecture brought up some seriously 
unpleasant flashbacks from Highschool One-Point-Oh; | let her voice 
flow in one ear and out the other, made some bullshit excuse about 
how | couldn’t bring myself to care about my grades when none of 
my old friends would be graduating with me, and beat feet out of the 
classroom. ‘My friends are all dead’ was a rhetorical bludgeon, but | 
wanted out of the conversation more than | cared about being subtle. 


Besides being generally horrible for my mood and emotional state, 
the encounter made me late to the cafeteria, which meant that 
Sophia and Taylor had been sitting on either side of my usual spot 
with no barrier between them for a few minutes. When | finally got to 
my table, lunch in hand, they were... talking. 


“... weeks, no matter how good the trainer is,” Sophia was saying as 
| came into earshot. “How long do you think it took Kasey to learn to 
her stuff?” 


“He said | was learning a lot faster than she did,” Taylor said 
stubbornly. 


“You two haven't killed each other yet?” | asked as | approached. 
Sophia rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to kill her,” she said. Taylor 


muttered something | didn’t catch under her breath, which Sophia 
either didn’t hear either or chose to ignore. 


“Could’ve fooled me,” | grumbled. 
“Jeez, Hudson, what died in your cereal in this morning?” 
“Sorry,” | said. “Just... bad mood. What did | miss?” 


“We were talking martial arts,” she said. “Hebert’s letting a bit of 
instruction go to her head.” 


“lam not!” Taylor said. “I’m learning fast. Sophia just doesn’t think 
I’m going to be able to beat her.” 


“You barely started,” Sophia said. “How long do you think | spent 
getting as good as | am?” 


“| have no idea. I’ve never seen you pick on someone your own 
size.” 


“She’s got you there,” | said. 


Sophia scowled at us. “Let’s hear your thoughts, Hudson. How’s her 
training going?” 


| decided to go for the literal answer. “She’s about ninety percent of 
the way there.” 


“You know I’m not going to go easy on her, right?” she asked. “1 
mean, from the sound of it, you literally called up some ex-special- 
forces guy to train her-which is bad-ass, don’t get me wrong-but 
she’s still only been at it a month.” 


| opened my mouth to respond, but decided against in at the last 
moment. Instead, | turned towards Taylor, waiting to see what she’d 
say. 


Taylor sat up straight and set her shoulders. “You won’t need to go 
easy on me,” she said. “I'll show you.” 


Sophia laughed. “Well, you’ve got the attitude, at least. Maybe 
someday you'll be able to take me, but you’re still a rookie.” 


Taylor glared past me. “I'll show you today.” 
That had not been what | was expecting. “Today?” | asked. 


“You sure?” Sophia asked. “Kasey’s going to sulk for weeks if | send 
you to hospital again.” 


“If you’re not scared,” Taylor said. 


“Scared?” Sophia snapped. “All right, let’s go. You best remember 
you asked for this!” She made a show of checking her watch. “I can’t 
wait to prove you wrong. Hudson, you too much of a goody-two- 
shoes to miss school, or can we do this now?” 


“Now,” Taylor said, already standing up to leave. Sophia was right 
behind her. 


| snuck a peak at my Journal as | hurried after them. Taylor was 
sitting at eighty nine percent ready. 


What the fuck have | gotten her into? 
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The busses got us to Curly’s before the end of the lunch hour. The 
girls stripped out of their layers and took position on the mat. There 
was a horrible knot of anxiety churning my gut. It would be bad 
enough if | didn’t have some quantifiable measure of Taylor’s 
progress; what | did have a magic book telling me that Taylor was 
still eleven percent short of what she needed. | couldn't te// her that, 
though, or ask her to back down from a challenge she issued. 


“You sure you're ready for this?” | asked instead. 


“I’ve been wanting to do this for months,” she answered as she 
wrapped boxing tape around her hands. | glanced over at Sophia, 


who was doing the same. “Do you not think I’m ready?” Taylor 
asked. 


“You'll do great,” | lied. She smiled, and turned to face Sophia across 
the mat. They nodded to each other-a better nod than /’d gotten, my 
first time-and took their stances. 


Sophia moved first, jabbing at Taylor’s face. Taylor dodged the first 
blow and blocked the follow-up, throwing a punch of her own. Sophia 
ducked under it, turning the motion into a leg sweep that knocked 
Taylor to the ground. She followed her down to try and secure a 
grapple, only for Taylor to throw her off before rolling away and back 
to her feet. 


Sophia came on slower the second time, probing with light, fast 
punches that bounced off Taylor’s guard. Taylor had to keep her 
guard up to weather the assault, though, which left Sophia free to try 
to wear her down with impunity. Taylor got impatient and tried a kick, 
but Sophia was ready for it and pinned the limb to her side, pulling 
Taylor off balance and pinning her in place on the mat easily. Taylor 
struggled for a few moments, but she couldn’t gain any leverage. 
“Tap out,” | told her. “Try again.” She did, and she did. 


The second bout, Sophia had her measure. She didn’t bother testing 
the waters, instead focusing on attacking every single weakness she 
could find, as hard as she could. Taylor had a good showing, but she 
couldn't find an opening, and ended up getting knocked down hard 
when Sophia snuck a vicious left hook through her block and rung 
her bell. She stayed down for long enough that | was worried she’d 
been seriously hurt, but a heartbeat before | lost my cool and ran 
onto the mat, she managed to stagger to her feet and reset her 
stance. 


Taylor did a bit better the third time around, landing a solid 
roundhouse kick on Sophia’s chest and following it up with two 
punches to the head. With Sophia’s hands in her own eyes, Taylor 
swept her legs and dove in for the grapple. It was all for naught, 
however, because after a few moments of wrestling Sophia got the 


pin, and Taylor tapped out again, nearly punching the mat in 
frustration. 


“God damn, you kick like a mule,” Sophia grumbled. She eyed 
Taylor, who was currently smearing blood all over herself as she tried 
to wipe the sweat out of her eyes. “Your noodly fucking arms got me 
all overconfident.” 


“Again!” Taylor yelled. She looked like she’d just wandered out of a 
car crash, the way she’d managed to smear a papercut’s worth of 
blood across her entire face. Sophia obliged, and | looked back 
down at the Journal while they were distracted, where | was 
surprised to see Taylor’s progress tick from ninety six to ninety 
seven. Of course she was still learning, but that fast? 


Sophia feigned high, low, high; Taylor didn’t react to the first two and 
punished the third with two lightning-fast jabs to Sophia’s gut, 
followed up by an axe kick that bounced off Sophia’s shoulder. She 
went in again for a grapple, and got thrown for her trouble, but 
managed to struggle out from Sophia’s grip and reset the fight. 
Another flurry of punches and kicks ended with another leg sweep 
and win for Sophia, but Taylor was reading her better, reacting less 
to feints and blocking more reliably. | understood, now: she was 
making fast progress because she was learning Sophia. 


| didn’t need to watch the last match to know how it was going to 
end. Sophia went in hard again, sending a right hook right at Taylor’s 
face. Taylor ducked the hit and answered with a jab that Sophia 
blocked with her left. After a few more back and forth punches that 
failed to break either girl’s guard, Sophia feigned high before trying 
to sweep Taylor’s legs the way she had before-and paid hard for the 
attempt when Taylor executed a motion-picture-perfect butterfly kick, 
putting both feet into the other girl’s head in quick succession like a 
goddamn wuxia hero. She wasted no time rushing forward to 
capitalize on her hits, knocking Sophia’s hands away with a right 
hook before landing another kick on her head and sending her to the 
floor. Taylor followed her down and pinned her, and Sophia tapped 
out. 


“What the fuck was that?” Sophia asked no one in particular as 
Taylor got back to her feet. “Who the fuck teaches a novice a 
goddamn butterfly kick?” She sat up and rubbed the side of her face 
where she'd been hit. “Who the fuck teaches her how to Janda 
fucking butterfly kick? That’s fucking /udicrous.” 


“| think that’s enough for now,” | said, throwing in the literal towels. 
Sophia didn’t protest, still looking shaken from three hits to the head 
in quick succession; neither did Taylor, who was sagging noticeably 
from exhaustion. My phone buzzed in my purse, and | pulled it out to 
see another missed call from the number I'd set up to notify me of 
new messages. “You girls take five, I'll be right back.” | walked over 
the front of the dojo and pulled the burner out of the hidden pocket in 
my purse, dialing in quickly. 


“Hey, Loony, T again. Change of plans. If you’re ready to join, meet 
us at the Boardwalk today in an hour.” The call clicked off. | stared at 
the phone for a moment trying to figure out what could have changed 
in the last twenty four hours, but | wasn’t able to figure it out before | 
was interrupted by a commotion behind me. Taylor was standing 
over Sophia, who was covered in blood streaming out her broken 
nose. “What the fuck?” | yelled as | ran back over to the mat. 


Taylor met me half-way and grabbed my arm. “We're leaving,” she 
said. 


“Taylor, what the fuck?” 


“Later,” she snapped. Sophia waved me away with the hand that 
wasn't trying to stem the bleeding, and | let Taylor drag me out of the 
building and down the street. 


“Taylor! What happened?” She ignored me, storming down the 
sidewalk with a hand still locked around my arm. | followed, trying to 
figure out what would have made her this upset. “Taylor? Slow 
down!” 
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Taylor didn’t say anything until we’d arrived at the bus stop at the 
end of the block. She let go of me and sat down on one of the 
battered old seats, and | dropped into the seat beside her. “What 
was up with your phone?” she asked. 


| ignored the question. “What the hell happened back there, Taylor?” 
| asked, not holding back my anger and disappointment. Everything 
had been going so well, then I’d looked away for one goddamn 
minute and Taylor had smashed Sophia’s face in. What the hell 
could she have said to provoke that kind of reaction? 


“| asked first.” 


Technically, I'd asked while we'd been walking, but it wasn’t worth 
arguing about. “It was Lisa, setting a time for a meet. Now what the 
hell was that about?” 


Taylor looked around for eavesdroppers before responding, not that 
she really needed to; we were the only two people in sight. “Did you 
know?” she whispered. 


Oh. Oh. 
“I... yes, | did.” 


| expected Taylor to be shocked, or angry, or hurt, and she probably 
was, but she barely reacted to my words. She just stared straight 
ahead, trembling slightly. “I always wondered,” she whispered. “Why 
no one cared. Why no one ever did anything. | thought it might be 
Emma-her looks, her acting, her money.” She swallowed thickly. 
“The world isn’t fair. | Know it isn’t. People get special treatment all 
the time. Some people are rich, or good looking. Some people get 
superpowers that let them fly, or make them invincible.” | winced; 
was she thinking about me? “But at least, when things are bad, the 
heroes will step in and do something about it. Right?” She made a 
sound half-way between a laugh and a sob. “God, | was so stupid.” 


| was stupid, so stupid. My heart skipped a beat, and | grabbed for 
Taylor’s hand without thinking about it; in my defense, it had only 
been about thirty-six hours since my heart-to-heart with Homura. 
She shook me off angrily, scooting down a seat before continuing, “1 
never thought... she would be... they had to know. The school had 
to know, so they did nothing, to keep her happy. Because she’s... 
and I’m just a nobody. Someone no one will miss. Forgettable.” 


“Taylor-” 


“Stop. | don’t want to hear it.” She curled in on herself, hugging her 
knees to her chest. | felt useless, unable to offer any words that 
could make this better. “Do you actually care about me?” she asked 
bitterly. “Or do you just collect cape friends?” 


“| do care! | would be your friend no matter whether or not you had-” 
| caught myself before yelling ‘powers’. “... talents,” | finished ina 
whisper. 


“Why?” 
“Because you remind me of myself, a long time ago.” 
“You're only a year or two older than me,” Taylor grumbled. 


“Then act like it,” | snapped, frustrated by yet another person 
dismissing me for my apparent age. Damn it. This wasn’t like me; | 
didn’t get angry like this, before. Was it my shard pushing me to 
conflict, or just the fact that Kasey hadn't spent her childhood too 
scared to show anger? 


It didn’t matter; neither was an excuse. | took a deep breath, blowing 
all the anger and frustration out. “Talk to me, Taylor. What can | do to 
help?” 


“Are you gay?” 


What? “Why?” | asked. She turned and shot me a hard look. “Yes,” | 
muttered. “Why?” 


Taylor went back to staring straight ahead. “I... yesterday,” she said, 
“when you and Lisa were on your date.” | bit my tongue before | 
could protest that it was not a date. “I was... jealous. It’s stupid. I’m 
not into girls, so I’d never be that sort of person for you. But | still 
felt... like she was taking you away from me.” 


“| wouldn’t-” 


“Really?” she snapped. “Because when we were talking on Monday, 
you didn’t offer to follow me into the Wards. You said we could still be 
friends out of costume. You already made your choice!” 


She was ignoring the context of the conversation surrounding it. “1 
was making the point that you didn’t need to feel responsible for me. 
That you could choose what you wanted for yourself, without 
worrying about me. | did offer to join you-” 


“You don’t need to make excuses,” Taylor said to her lap. “That’s just 
how it goes, isn’t it? People spend time with each other, then they 
meet Someone new, someone cooler, and move on.” 


“Taylor. Taylor, look at me.” She did, though with obvious reluctance. 
“Friendship isn’t a zero sum game. People can have more than one 
friend. I’m not going to leave you just because | make another one. 
You can have more than one friend, too.” 


She sniffled, and | pulled a packet of tissues out of my purse and 
offered it to her. She blew her nose and dabbed at her eyes, and 
within a few minutes had more or less composed herself. “You said 
Lisa set a time?” she asked. “Friday?” 


Oh, right. “Today. She wants to meet at the Boardwalk in...” | 
checked my watch. “Forty minutes. Recruitment, this time.” 


“Ugh.” Taylor picked at her sweat-soaked shirt. “I guess | don’t have 
time to shower?” 


“We don’t have to go. This is recruitment; if you don’t want to join-” 


“| do,” Taylor said. “Let’s do it. Fuck the Heroes. Fuck the Wards. 
Especially her.” 


Wow, Sophia had killed every bit of respect Taylor had for the heroes 
in a single moment. “All right. Let me see...” | pulled out the map and 
zoomed into our location. “We can cheat a bit. You know the Royal 

Palace in Downtown?” | pointed at a large green triangle on the map. 


“The big fancy hotel?” 


“Yeah. My mom’s president of their entire American Pacific division, 
from Alaska to Chile. They know my name.” The former was true, but 
the latter was bullshit: there was no reason the staff in a random 
hotel would know their boss’s boss’s coworker’s kid, but | had a plan. 
“We can borrow a room, no problem, even rush their laundry service 
to get you clean and presentable.” 


“Wow.” Taylor looked me over. “Why aren’t you living in a mansion 
somewhere?” 


Because luxury hotels are a dying business when everyone is too 
afraid of the roaming kaiju to travel. “It was destroyed.” 


“Oh.” 


“Come on. We're close enough that walking with be faster.” | 
vanished the map and stood up, and we headed off. | Kept an eye on 
Taylor as we walked. She seemed to have rallied after her little 
meltdown; at least, she seemed comfortable around me, even if she 
was still insecure in the privacy of her own head. “Anything you want 
to ask?” | asked her. 


“Is your mom... you know...?” 


“No.” | shook my head. 
“How did you get your powers, then?” 


Oh, right, Taylor hadn’t heard about triggers. | guess I’d be providing 
the exposition this time. “The same way most capes get them,” | 
said. “They have something unbelievably terrible happen to them. 
You ever heard of a trigger event?” 


“A what?” 


“When capes get their powers-they call them trigger events. You 
remember what happened when you got yours?” 


She paled. “You mean... all capes have something like that?” 


“Maybe not to the same degree, but, yeah, most capes have 
something similar. | triggered in the flood that destroyed my town; it’s 
the only reason | survived.” 


“What about Sophia?” 


“That’s not for me to tell,” | said. Taylor ducked her head at the 
rebuke. 


“You said ‘most’ capes. What about the others?” 


Oops. | didn’t want to tell her about Cauldron until | was sure there 
wouldn’t be any consequences. | could mention that no one was 
sure about Case 53s, but the current theory was that their trigger 
events just went ‘wrong’ to the point that their bodies and minds 
were severely changed; some people thought this meant they were 
even worse than normal triggers. Ah, severity, that was a good 
deflection. “Second generation capes, like the New Wave kids, have 
a lower threshold for triggering. Just a particularly bad day, rather 
than an absolutely horrible one.” 


Taylor hummed in thought. “I didn’t realize,” she said. “I guess | just 
never thought about the fact that people get powers. | just thought of 


them as something capes had.” 


That probably wasn’t an uncommon viewpoint for the have-nots. 
“Well, word of advice: other capes probably won’t react too well to 
you asking about their triggers unless you're already close friends.” 


“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. 


“No, don’t worry. We are friends,” | reminded her, “and you were a lot 
more sensitive about it than... others.” 


“Others?” 


| told her about Julia’s ‘ice-breaker’, and that led into a conversation 
on my first week in Winslow, and school in general, which nicely 
filled the time until we arrived at the Palace. Taylor waited at a table 
in the lobby while | walked up to the front desk. “How can | help you 
today?” the girl behind the counter-June, according to her name-tag- 
asked with false cheer. 


| leaned in close to whisper, “Hi, my name is Kasey. Can you act 
really happy to see me and walk my friend and | to the stairs? We'll 
duck out the back.” | looked over my shoulder at the entrance 
nervously. “I Know it’s a weird request...” 


June caught my implication immediately. She nodded earnestly, then 
loudly proclaimed, “Kasey! Great to have you here! Let me show you 
to your room.” | waved Taylor over, and June ushered us over to the 
stairwell. 


“Thanks,” | whispered as Taylor walked through. | passed June a 
wad of cash, then shut the door and ushered Taylor up the stairs to 
the second floor. The door out of the stairwell would normally need a 
hotel key, but | opened it to the matching hallway back in the 
Traveler’s Palace instead. | opened the first door | saw and hurried 
Taylor into the bathroom, making sure she didn’t notice the view of 
the misty mountain valley that was decidedly not Brockton Bay 


through the patio door. “Pass me your clothes, and I'll get them 
laundered,” | said as | dragged the hamper out of the closet. 


“Are you sure this is okay?” Taylor asked. 


“Absolutely. Don’t worry about it.” | pointed out the robes and towels, 
then headed out the door with the hamper. She shut the door, then 
opened it a crack a moment later to pass me her sweaty clothes. | 
took them from her, tossed them into the hamper, and walked over to 
the drawers to retrieve them. Then | opened and shut the curtains 
until | got a sea-side city-scape that wouldn’t arouse suspicion 
unless she looked closely enough to realize she couldn't spot any of 
the right landmarks. With nothing else to do, | checked my Journal; 
Taylor scoring one point counted as ‘beating’ Sophia for one quest, 
but not as ‘defeating’ her for another. Fuck, did she need to win on 
points? That wasn’t in the cards anytime soon. 


Five minutes after we’d arrived, | heard the blowdryer start up; a 
couple minutes later, Taylor emerged wearing the robe, and | 
presented her clean clothes. “You have tinker-tech washing 
machines or something?” she asked wryly. 


“Or something.” | pushed her and her clothes back into the 
bathroom, and a minute later she was dressed and ready to go. We 
retraced our steps, and less than ten minutes after we’d entered, we 
slipped out the staff entrance, exactly as I'd told June we would. 
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The Boardwalk was a pretty big place. Lisa was probably counting 
on her power to figure out where we’d end up, but | had a location 
marker for the meeting on my map, so we made a beeline straight 
for the group, who were standing outside a restaurant advertising 
greek food. Lisa made quite the face when | slipped through the 
crowd and tapped her on the shoulder a few minutes before the 
scheduled meeting. “Hi.” 


“Hi!” she said, disguising her irritation admirably. “Glad you could 
make it.” She didn’t ask how I'd found her, which either meant she 
had an idea or she didn’t think it was worth revealing she didn't 
know. The three teenagers spread out slightly to make room for us in 
their circle. “You want to handle the introductions, Brian?” 


“Sure,” Brian said. He was tall, basketball-player tall; combined with 
some serious muscle definition, he could have been menacing if he 
wanted to be. Instead, his face was warm and open under a line of 
cornrows that reached down to his shoulders. “I’m Brian, as you 
heard. That’s Lisa, and that’s Alec. Rachel isn’t here.” 


Alec’s appearance was a bit of a surprise, mostly because | hadn’t 
realized just how well his costume disguised him. | was suspicious of 
costumes that left hair visible, since it was such an identifying 
characteristic; at least Lisa had the sense to style hers completely 
differently when she went out. Alec had no such excuse, but nothing 
else about him would have made me think ‘Regent’ if I’d just met him 
on the street, even having been face to face with his cape persona. | 
would have been more likely to think ‘aspiring Boy Band member’; 
he had that sort of slightly airbrushed look to him. Either he was 
wearing makeup or he had some damned good skin. 


“I’m Kasey,” | said. 
“Taylor,” Taylor said. 


“Nice to meet you.” Brian smiled like he meant it as he shook our 
hands. “In case the call didn’t make it clear, this is the full deal. You 
two ready to join up?” 


“Rachel won't be a problem?” | asked. 


“Don’t worry,” Brian assured us. “We talked it through. She’s on 
board.” 


“Yesterday, Lisa said this would be just a meeting,” Taylor said. “Why 
the sudden offer?” | wasn’t sure whether to applaud her for asking or 


not. On the one hand, Taylor was still aggressively suspicious of 
other people in a way | didn’t think was healthy; on the other, | had 
already opened my mouth to ask the exact same question. 


Brian coughed into his fist. “Well, see, that’s the thing. We had 
something come up that we could really use some extra hands for.” 


| blinked, and then | realized. The Bank. What day had that been? 
“When?” | asked as casually as | could. 


“Tomorrow,” Lisa said. Fuck, that was the same week? “It’s quite the 
Opportunity.” 


“Sounds like we should go somewhere more private to discuss this,” 
| said. God damn was the pace of this setting merciless. I’d thought 
we'd have at least a week to relax before the next big event. 


“If you’re in, we can go back to our hangout,” Brian said. 


“Give us a moment?” He nodded, and | pulled Taylor aside. “This is 
it,” | whispered. “Either we’re in, or we’re out. If you’re having second 
thoughts, now’s the time to speak your mind.” | didn’t want Taylor to 
end up feeling trapped in villainy, but at the same time we were on 
the brink of making a serious commitment. Having this meeting on 
the same day as Sophia’s bombshell was damnably bad timing; 
there was no way to know how Taylor would feel in a week. Would 
she regret breaking bad once the shock had worn off? 


If we didn’t join, what would happen tomorrow? | needed to be there 
if | wanted to make sure Amy didn’t get the push that started her 
slide into insanity. Assuming, of course, that the bank job would 
happen at all without Skitter; but | wouldn’t Know what the 
Undersiders had decided unless | joined. | Knew too much about the 
future and not enough about the present. 


Taylor had been thinking just as hard as I’d been during our little 
conference. “No,” she said. “I want in. Let’s do it.” | nodded, and we 
turned back to the group. Lisa caught my eye and smirked. 


“We're in,” we said. 
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Chapter 15: Rationalization 


Brian led the five of us into the shuttered old brick building that held 
the Undersiders’ lair, and up the spiral staircase into the loft. It was 
less elaborate than I'd envisioned, although no less comfortable. The 
space was one large room, partitioned by walls that didn’t reach all 
the way to the ceiling. We’d entered into the living room section, 
containing a couple of couches at right angles in front of a coffee 
table, in front of a massive television with an assortment of game 
consoles and other entertainment widgets in the shelves below it. 
Behind the couches was a more dining-room like space, with tables 
and chairs, as well as shelves covered in books, magazines, and 
whatever else needed a place to stay. The area was clean-mostly- 
but | could tell by the way things had been haphazardly crammed 
into the shelves that this was a recent phenomenon, to make a good 
impression on the newcomers. The lingering smell of day-old pizza 
boxes hadn't quite cleared yet, either. 


On the other side of the lounge-ish space was a narrow corridor 
between the erected walls, with three doors visible on the side 
across from me. The closest door had an elaborately graffiti’d crown 
on it, the door next to that a men’s-and-women’s-bathroom symbol, 
and then a woman’s face with exaggeratedly large lips. | couldn’t see 
a kitchen from here, which confused me; did they not have a fridge? 


Taylor poked me in the back, and | stepped aside to let her up the 
stairs. “Wow,” she said as she looked around. “I’m jealous.” 


“Dork,” Alec said. “What are you jealous about?” 
“| mean it’s a nice place,” she said defensively. 


“| think what Alec means is that this is your place now, too,” Lisa 
said. “It’s the team’s place, and that makes it yours, as well.” 


“Oh,” Taylor said. 
“Thank you,” | added. 


Lisa beckoned us into the living area. Brian headed down the 
corridor, and | took a moment to look down it. Oh, the kitchen’s all 
the way on the other side of the building. That seemed inconvenient. 


Alec sprawled out over one couch, leaving Taylor, Lisa, and | to sit 
on the other. Taylor took the far corner and positioned me in the 
middle, probably because she wanted a buffer; then again, she 
might still be operating under the assumption that Lisa and | had 
been on a date yesterday. 


“The rooms are that way,” Lisa said. “Left side is Alec’s, bathroom, 
mine. Right side is Rachel’s, Rachel’s dogs, storage closet.” She 
looked over at me. “Are you two going to want your own rooms?” 


“There are only five rooms, unless you’re going to give someone the 
bathroom,” | pointed out. 


“Yeah, the team’s really shot up in numbers, lately,” Lisa said with a 
what-can-you-do shrug. “Well, we can clear out the storage closet for 
Taylor, at least.” 


“Me?” Taylor asked. She glanced at me, then back to Lisa. “You 
don’t have to do that.” 


“Relax,” Lisa said. “It'll be easy. We'll make Kasey do it.” 


“l’m already helping,” | said cheerfully. “Not sure where you’re going 
to put the stuff, but if it needs moving, | can do it, no problem.” 


“See?” Lisa asked. “It’s not much work.” 


“Thanks,” Taylor said earnestly. “Wait. Five rooms, one is for the 
dogs-who else doesn’t have one?” 


“Brian insisted he didn’t need one, since he has his own apartment,” 
Alec said. “He and Lisa keep arguing over it.” 


“Because he doesn’t have anywhere to sleep if he gets injured and 
can't go home,” Lisa said with the practice of someone rehashing an 
old, worn-out argument. “One time he got shot and bled all over a 
nine hundred dollar couch. Completely ruined it.” 


“He got shot?” Taylor asked in alarm. 


“Shadow Stalker got him with a broadhead,” Alec said. “Fucking 
psycho bitch. Lisa had to sew him up.” Taylor went extremely still on 
my other side. 


Brian returned from his foray through the loft with Rachel in tow. 
“Kasey, Taylor, this is Rachel. Rachel, Kasey and Taylor.” He pointed 
to each of us as he spoke. | gave her a brief nod, and Taylor followed 
my example. 


“You're the extra muscle?” she growled. “Hmph. You don’t look like 
much.” 


“That’s as good a transition as any,” Lisa said. “Let’s talk powers. 
Brian?” Brian and Rachel walked over to Alec’s couch, and he 
grudgingly sat up to make room. Brian took the far end of the couch, 
which left Bitch in the middle, impatiently drumming her fingers on 
her leg. 


“Right, powers. | make this... darkness... stuff,” Brian said 
awkwardly, blushing a little at his fumble. He held out a hand palm 
up and formed a ball of a dark, cloud-like substance above it, which 
he sent drifting over to hover in front of me. Taylor reached out and 
poked it experimentally, and after a moment, | did the same. It felt 
like nothing to my physical senses, and cold and oily to my powered 
ones. “I can send it out when | first make it, but after that it mostly 
stays where | put it unless | get rid of it. | can see and hear in it, but 
other people are blind. It also blocks radio and infrared, according to 
Lisa.” | still had my finger in the cloud, feeling around the things | 


could do with it. | tried one, and the darkness turned slightly blue, 
allowing me to barely make out a few rough shapes. Brian gaped. 
“What-what the hell?” 


| reverted the change and withdrew my hand. “Guess I'll go next 
then,” | said. “I edit physics.” 


“You what?” Brian asked. 
“Bull. Shit,” Alec drawled. 


“Yeah. | can edit gravitational mass, inertia, friction, thermal 
conductivity, and apparently opacity when it comes to that ‘darkness 
stuff’. | could make it translucent to different wavelengths; that was 
blue light, around four seventy to four ninety nanometers.” 


Alec held a hand out towards Lisa. “Pay up,” he said. Lisa grumbled 
and pulled out her wallet, passing him a couple bills. 


“What was the bet?” | asked. 


“She said you were an Alexandria package with a few odd tricks,” 
Alec said. “/ said you were way too weird to have powers that 
normal. No wonder she didn’t want to talk about how your date 
went.” 


“Not you too,” | groaned. Taylor at least had been there; where did 
Alec get the idea that it had been a date? 


“You mean it was a date?” he asked. 

“No!” 

“Moving on,” Brian said. “Kasey, you done?” 

“Let’s see. I’m a Breaker/Striker; | can do things to myself, or 


anything or anyone | touch. | have supernatural balance and 
evasion. | can also do some weirder stuff too, making things flexible 


so they aren’t damaged by hits. It’s hard to describe, but | can 
demonstrate, if you want.” 


“We'll take a rain check on that,” he said. “Lisa, your turn.” 
“Right. My power is knowing things.” She didn’t elaborate. 
“What kind of things?” Taylor asked, being the good sport she is. 
“I’m psychic, so: everything.” 

“Except anything about Kasey, apparently,” Alec chimed in. 


“Yes, yes, the grab-bag cape has an anti-thinker effect. Laugh it up.” 
Lisa scowled at her teammate. “Why don’t you explain your amazing 
power, then?” 


“| can get into people’s nervous systems, fire off a muscle twitch they 
can't control.” He waved his hand, and Brian kicked the coffee table. 
“It's not much,” he said as the other boy cursed and rubbed his shin, 
“but it can trip someone, make them drop what they’re holding or 
fuck up their aim. Mostly | just tase people. Way easier.” The 
description didn’t even scratch the surface of his power, but Alec 
knew what he was doing. He’d as much as admitted it to me a month 
ago: he didn’t want to be ‘dangerous’. A low-tier master who can 
make you trip over your feet is a nuisance; a body-jacker is a 
nightmare. 


“Taylor?” Brian asked. 


“| control bugs,” Taylor said simply. “Every bug, insect, or creature of 
a similar complexity in a two block radius is under my complete 
control, and | have proprioceptive knowledge of exactly where they 
are.” | hid a grin behind my hand; she’d definitely rehearsed that. 
The other members stared at her for a few moments, and she 
coughed nervously. “Il mean, | Know it’s not much-” 


“| take back what | said about Kasey’s power,” Alec said. “I did not 
know the meaning of bullshit until now.” 


“When you say complete control, how complete are we talking?” 
Brian asked. 


“Complete. | can walk them into a fire or have them dance, and | can 
have different bugs doing different tasks. They might as well be my 
own limbs.” 


“And it doesn’t hurt you when they die?” he asked. 


“No. | can sense their pain, but it doesn’t feel like pain, if you know 
what | mean.” 


“How do you manage all of them at once?” Alec asked. 
Taylor was nonplussed. “I just do?” 


“That’s some incredible multitasking ability,” | chimed in. “Secondary 
thinker rating, Lisa?” 


“Maybe. I’d have to know more to be sure, and we don't have time 
for that. Rachel, you’re up.” 


“| have dogs,” Rachel said. No one offered a better explanation, so | 
stepped in. 


“She can pump up her dogs into those big... creatures we rode the 
other night,” | explained to Taylor, trying to be as diplomatic as 
possible with my word choice. “No actual Master powers, just damn 
good training. She can do it to any dog, but without training, they 
could seriously hurt or kill people without meaning to, so she only 
uses those three.” | glanced at Rachel, who appeared bored with my 
explanation; she yawned and rubbed the back of her hand under her 
nose. At least I’d successfully avoided pissing her off. 


“Right. On to the job.” Lisa pulled a poster tube out from behind the 
couch and pulled a handful of papers out. She dropped a set of 


blueprints onto the table. “We're robbing Brockton Bay Central 
Bank.” She stopped there, waiting for our reactions. 


| let Taylor speak first; | wanted to know what she thought, rather 
than having her follow my example. “Isn’t that kinda... cliche?” she 
asked. “I mean, | get it, villains rob banks, but | haven’t heard of 
anyone actually doing that for years.” 


“Because it’s all risk, no reward,” Brian said. “Bank security has 
gotten tighter at the same time their vaults have gotten lighter. 
Nobody stores millions of dollars in cash in banks anymore; it’s ten 
or twenty thou, tops, mostly in small bills.” Even though they’d 
apparently already decided to do the job, it was clear he wasn’t too 
enthusiastic about the prospects. “That said,” he continued, “it’s 
major news when a bank gets hit. Regardless of the actual value, 
pulling off a classic bank heist is a big deal. We’re mostly unknowns, 
but this will put our name out there as serious contenders in the Bay. 
It'll be a huge boost to our rep.” 


“And that’s... good?” Taylor asked. | understood her logic; the more 
people who knew you, the more people who would be gunning for 
you. After spending so long wishing for anonymity in her social life, 
of course she'd be wary of drawing attention to herself. 


“Rep is a double-edged sword,” Brian explained. “Yeah, it makes us 
a bigger target for some people, but it also means that people who 
might have wanted to tangle with us think twice. Small time teams, 
single villains-they’ll look at a job like this and think, ‘Wow. No way 
we can pull one over on them.” 


“It's a net gain because it’s easier to worry about a few big threats 
than a ton of little ones,” Lisa added. “Particularly since those big 
threats are things we’d have to worry about anyway, rep or no rep. It 
also means we have access to better stuff: information, equipment, 
hirelings. Having your name known is the ticket into some of the 
juiciest parts of the black market, and some freelance types won't 
work with people they don’t know, or at least know of.” Her eyes slid 
to me as she said this, and | wondered what she was thinking. 


Taylor nodded at the explanations and leaned forward to examine 
the blueprints on the table. “Brockton Bay Central,” she said slowly. 
“That's the largest bank in the Bay.” Brian motioned for Lisa to 
answer. 


“Yeah, it’s going to have the best security,” she said, “but it’s not the 
mundane security we have to worry about, anyway. It'll also have 
more than the ten grand in loot Brian quoted earlier. Probably fifty 
grand or more, enough that our ability to actually stea/ it will be a 
bigger issue than how much there is to steal. Plus, our boss is going 
to pay triple whatever we end up delivering to him, including the 
value of the documents and deeds they store in the vault.” 


“Why?” Taylor asked. “What’s he get out of it, if he’s paying us more 
than we actually manage to steal?” 


“It comes back to rep,” Brian said. “The boss has invested a lot in us, 
and now he wants us to start showing that his investment has made 
a solid team, one capable of taking big risks and getting away clean.” 


“How do we get away, then?” 


Lisa picked up the briefing. “The Protectorate is busy, it’s too far 
away from New Wave’s turf, and we’re doing it in the middle of 
school hours so they can’t call the whole Wards team out of class. 
My power says we’re going to be dealing with maybe half the Wards 
at most.” She pointed to the notes scribbled on the blueprints in 
various colors of sharpie. “We bust the security, load up as much 
cash and other valuables as we can fit onto Rachel’s dogs, and run 
like hell. We lose any pursuers in Grue’s darkness, hide the loot, 
change back into civilian clothes, and blend into the crowd like we 
were there the whole time.” 


“How are the dogs going to carry the money?” Taylor directed the 
question to Bitch, but the other girl just shrugged and turned her 
head away, so Lisa answered instead. 


“We've got harnesses to strap the bags to,” she said. “They have 
straps to hang bags on while leaving space for us to ride on top. 
Nice and simple.” 


When Taylor didn’t ask another question, | took my turn. “It seems 
like a solid plan, but | think you might have forgotten my whole deal? 
| do cape fights. Now, this will certainly turn into a cape fight, even if 
things go as well as you hope, but this is definitely ‘targeting 
civilians’, and that’s not my MO.” Partially, this was a token protest, 
to show that | wasn’t just following blindly, but | was also curious 
about how hard they would try to convince me, and how they’d go 
about doing it. 


“Told you,” Rachel snipped at Lisa. 


“It’s not really targeting civilians,” Lisa said. “We're hitting the bank. 
The money’s insured anyway, and we’re not going to stop and pick 
pockets while there’s an entire vault full of cash sitting right there. 
They'll be scared, sure, but at the end of the day they'll go home a 
little shaken and no worse for wear.” 


“We can do this without you,” Brian said. “You’d be a huge help, 
especially when it comes to moving the goods, but if you want to 
stick to your rules, | can respect that.” He gave me a reassuring, no- 
hard-feelings smile to show he meant it. 


| frowned. It was technically not a crime against the civilians in the 
bank, but they'd still have a really terrible time when things went 
pear-shaped. On the other hand, if | bowed out, there was a good 
chance that things would go according to canon; god knows the plot 
rails had already corrected for much larger changes. By that 
measure, my protests were purely perfunctory. “Sell me on the plan, 
then. Who's doing what?” 


Lisa leapt in. “Well, our original plan kinda sucked. That’s why we 
wanted to recruit you now. With you two along, we have some more 
options.” She turned to Taylor. “You can sense anything your bugs 
can, right?” 


“Vision and sound don't really-” 


“Yeah, sorry, let me be more specific. Look, we’re entering through a 
security door here-” she pointed to a spot on the blueprints, tracing 
the planned route through the bank into the lobby. It didn’t take that 
long to run through the plan; Lisa may have insulted the original, but 
| got the feeling the new one wasn’t much different. “... until the cape 
fight starts, then engages their heaviest hitter. Probably Aegis, if he 
shows up.” She crossed her arms and leaned back, awaiting 
questions. 


| didn’t know much about robbing banks, but | knew enough about 
this robbery to know it was unlikely to go that smoothly. If things went 
they way they did in canon, Panacea would be among the hostages, 
and the white hats would throw everything at us to get to her back. 
Lisa ended up needing to resort to near mind-rape levels of 
psychological torture to get the team out, which had... serious 
repercussions, down the line. 


The first line of defense was making sure we weren’t blindsided by 
that sort of crisis. “You sure they’re going to go that easy on us?” | 
asked. “I mean, this job’s about visibility more than the money. What 
do we do if they send the entire Wards team and New Wave’s little 
league?” 


“That’s not going to happen,” Lisa said, ignorant of the fact that it 
was more or less exactly what was going to happen. “Central is too 
far from New Wave territory, and the Wards are in school. They can’t 
call all of them for the same fight without giving away too much 
information on their identities.” 


| decided to try a softer approach. “Lisa, respectfully: this is a good 
plan, but it’s a best case scenario. | want you to walk me through the 
worst case, where they decide to go ‘tough on crime’ or whatever 
and do something crazy. Can we still get out and get paid?” 


“It’s ‘we’ already?” Alec asked. | shot him a glare, which he 
answered with a wink. 


“Not going to happen,” she repeated. “There’s a big difference 
between a flashy crime and an all-hands-on-deck emergency.” 


“And if they decide this is both?” 


“If you don’t want to do the job, just say so,” Lisa said irritably. “I get 
that this isn’t your thing.” 


“I’m not looking for excuses!” | said. “Look at it this way: we can’t be 
sure which subset of the Wards will be present, and both Glory Girl 
and Panacea are at Arcadia as well, so there’s a small but present 
chance that one or both of them will be called in, or just show up, 
right? So we need to have plans to deal with all of them.” 


Alec rolled his eyes. “You’re over-thinking this, Kasey. The Wards 
aren't that tough.” For someone on the run, he didn’t seem to give 
much thought to his own security. Then again, he wasn’t really on 
the run anymore, was he? 


| started ticking Wards off my fingers. “Clockblocker can freeze us 
with a touch; one finger and it’s game over. Kid Win is a Tinker, 
which means he’s going to be pulling tricks out of his sleeves without 
warning. Vista could have us run for miles and still be right in front of 
the bank.” | shook my head. “We have a fail conditions. If we can’t 
incapacitate Vista and Clockblocker, we can’t run, and risk losing by 
a single mistake.” 


“Clockblocker’s useless in the dark,” Brian argued. 


“Unless he gets lucky, or one of us gets unlucky. We can’t see 
through it.” He frowned, but nodded grudgingly, conceding the point. 


“You haven't mentioned Aegis, Gallant, or Stalker,” Lisa said. “Or 
either of the New Wave kids you mentioned earlier.” 


“They're grunts-just extra bodies to throw at the problem. None of 
their powers are a particularly good match against us as a team. | 
can handle brutes, especially if Bitch’s dogs or the darkness can 


make it a one-on-one. Stalker hates Grue, so she'll be fighting 
stupid, and I'd give ten to one odds she’s weak to pepper spray. 
Lastly, Gallant is a blaster in a battlefield full of hostages. Panacea... 
might be a problem.” 


“Now you’re making it sound easy,” Alec pointed out. 


“Because I’m listing the /ow priority targets, and assuming | only 
have to deal with one flying brick.” | paused for effect. “I hope | don't 
come off as cocky when | say that Clockblocker is the only Ward who 
can even inconvenience me, but | can only deal with one of them at 
a time, and Vista has to be my first priority if she’s there or we won't 
get anywhere. Literally.” 


“You'd need to deal with Glory Girl first,” Lisa said. “Kid Win second. 
Vista is a victory blocker, but she’s not an active threat, and anyone 
can deal with her.” 


“You said we wouldn't have to deal with Glory Girl at all,” Brian said. 
“Because we won't, but Kasey is an incurable pessimist.” 

“Panacea before Kid Win, if she’s actually in the fight,” | said. 
“Panacea doesn’t have any offensive abilities!” Lisa protested. 


“You... what? Seriously?” | was flabbergasted. “Have you spent any 
time looking into her power at all?” 


Lisa paused, staring off into the middle distance. “Fuuuuuuck,” she 
said. There was a chorus of questions from around the table, which 
she ignored. “She wouldn't be in the fight, though.” 


“| did say ‘if’.” 


“We don’t deal with Panacea, we avoid her,” Brian said. “Forget rep; 
if we hurt her, we’d draw every single hero on the east coast directly 
onto our heads.” 


“Panacea’s not a fighter,” Alec said. 


| rolled my eyes. “Fine, forget Panacea. The most important thing will 
be making sure Vista doesn’t have us trapped in a rat maze.” 


Brian nodded. “She has to maintain the changes her power makes. 
Knock her around a bit and we’re out.” 


“Do you know that, or think that?” | asked. 

“That's what Lisa said last time we were worried about her.” 
“That requires getting to her, though,” Taylor said. 

“Your bugs can't do that?” Alec asked. 


“I’m not sure exactly how much force I’d need to use. If | don’t use 
enough, we’re caught. If | use too much...” 


“Best not, then,” Brian agreed. 


Lisa sighed. “Kasey, there’s preparation, there’s paranoia, and then 
there’s whatever this is. | know you’re not thrilled with the situation, 
but we’ve got this under control.” She tapped a finger on the 
blueprints. “It’s a simple job. Are you in, or out? Taylor?” 


“’m in,” Taylor said confidently. Lisa looked at me and raised an 
eyebrow. She was daring me to leave Taylor in the lurch. 


“’m in,” | grumbled. “But we are planning for the worst case!” 
---X==X==X--- 

| couldn’t sleep that night. 

I’m an idiot. 


What had | been planning? Oh, la dee da, lets hang out with a bunch 
of supervillains and ignore the fact that they hurt people for money. 


Sure, at least they’re not kicking puppies for the love of others’ 
suffering, but we're still going to be hurting a lot of people; if not now, 
then next time, or the time after that. 


And, of course, there was one person who would be hurt more than 
anyone else by this robbery. 


Dinah. A twelve-year-old girl saddled with one of the most powerful 
precog abilities ever known. Her power let her scan possible futures 
to see how likely it was that a given event would happen, to an 
extreme degree of accuracy. Unfortunately for her, she couldn't 
control her power; every question she heard made it seek an 
answer, so she was using her power constantly, and the overuse led 
to migraines so severe that she couldn't get out of bed. 


Somehow, Coil had heard of her condition, and realized that she was 
suffering from power overuse. A little more investigation had 
revealed just how powerful her thinker ability was, and that she was 
a perfect tool to compliment his own power-a tool he wanted very, 
very badly. He planned to kidnap her, get her hooked on opioids to 
manage her migraines and ensure her compliance, and use her like 
a magic eight-ball to ensure that nothing could ever threaten him. 
He’d reduce her to nothing but his ‘pet’. And he’d do it like a shell 
game, while everyone was looking at the bank. 


I’m a fucking idiot. 


Sure, the Undersiders all had their reasons for what they did. 
Rachel’s trigger had fucked with her head, and she was probably 
suffering from some sort of personality disorder to begin with. Lisa 
was under duress. Alec just wanted an easy job where his past 
would never find him. Brian didn’t ask enough questions about the 
monkey’s paw he’d been offered. 


So. Fucking. What. 


| could call Max in and fix all of those things by dawn. Maybe not 
Rachel, if only because that would be incredibly invasive, but the gun 


to Lisa’s head? The leash on Brian’s neck? Gone, and gone. Hell, 
Alec’s history was already dealt with; his dad was long dead. | could 
have done it the week I'd arrived, averted the entire Lung showdown, 
the upcoming gang war-although with Bakuda removed from the 
equation, it was likely just going to be the last gasps of multicultural 
crime as the Empire pushed out the ABB and Merchants with their 
overwhelming numerical superiority. Good job, Kasey, you handed 
the city to the Nazis. 


| grabbed my phone off the nightstand and dialed. 
“Max?” 
“Kasey? What’s up?” 


| pulled the phone away from my face as | stretched out, grumbling 
as | went slightly wiggly. “I’m struggling with theodicity,” | said when 
I'd finished. 


It took him a moment to respond; there was a bit of background 
noise, so he was probably distracted. “I know this is insensitive, but 
could you please hold off on having a theological crisis until we’re in 
a setting with actual gods?” 


“We're the gods I’m worried about.” 


“Ah.” There was a squeal of static as something very loud failed to 
properly transmit through the phone. “I’m a little busy here. Can we 
talk about this tomorrow?” 


“Sure,” | said, Knowing it would be too late. Max hung up in the 
middle of another blast of static without saying goodbye. “Fuck.” 


| tossed the phone back onto the nightstand, got up, pulled on some 
sweats, and opened my bedroom door into the Warehouse. It was 
night there, as well, but the artificial moon was so bright it hardly 
mattered. | walked through the little town, stewing with my thoughts. 


The conversation with Max I’d had on Monday kept replaying in my 
brain. Every time we don't act, people die. |'d hated how matter-of- 
fact he’d sounded when he'd said that, like it didn’t matter. Of course 
it mattered. The problem was that the opposite was equally true. 
Every time we act, people die. Not as a direct consequence, but 
unless we can save everyone, we're choosing who lives and who 
dies. 


Whenever one of us decided to rock the boat, they were playing with 
people’s lives. We could set ourselves up as gods over all the little 
people, judging who we help and who we don't on the flimsiest 
reasons. We could sit back and allow the world to burn, washing our 
hands of responsibility. | thought I’d found a middle ground, but I'd 
just been standing with one foot in each trap. 


I’d just stepped out into the town square when someone interrupted 
my brooding. “Can't sleep?” 


My shiver had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to 
do with the fact that it was Maeve asking. | looked over towards the 
fountain and saw her moonbathing on a beach chair she'd set up, 
newspaper and tiny-umbrella-garnished-drink in hand. A set of large, 
oddly-shaped studio headphones sat around her neck, the cord 
leading to a literal boombox sitting on the sand-because of course 
there was an island of sand sitting in the middle of the square for her 
amusement. “What’s the matter, Kasey? Your time in the comics not 
to your liking?” Maeve called, beckoning me closer. | didn’t move, 
wondering what the consequences would be if | simply ignored her. 
“Come now, we wouldn’t want to be rude,” she added, and | 
reluctantly approached rather than give her another grudge against 
me. 


“| fucked up,” | said. 


“Oh dear, how dreadful.” Maeve tittered. “Perhaps you’re in need of a 
favor?” 


| bit back my first response, then decided to throw caution to the 
wind and say it anyway. “Why do you care? The debt is waived at 
the end of the Jump no matter what.” 


“Humor me.” 


| shook my head sadly. “Unless you’re suddenly an expert in ethical 
dilemmas, | don’t think you can offer me any help.” 


“If you kill everyone involved, there’s no more dilemma,” she said. | 
gave her my best ‘really?’ look. “Fine, perhaps | am ill-suited to aid 
you in this endeavor. Still, lm bored and lacking in gossip, so you 
may as well bare your problems to me.” 


| sat down on the edge of the fountain and laid out the situation as 
best | could, both my thoughts and actions up to this point, and the 
consequences going forward. “So unless you can give me an answer 
three months ago, | think I’m out of luck here,” | concluded. 


Maeve nodded as she sipped her drink. “So, to Summarize, you feel 
guilty about all the Good you could be doing, but aren't.” When she 
didn’t continue, | grunted my assent. “Furthermore, you’re worried 
that not going out and doing as much Good as you possibly can 
makes you Evil.” | grunted again. “How odd. These things sound so 
very familiar. Why is that, do you think?” 


It took me an embarrassingly long time to figure it out. | rested my 
elbows on my knees and covered my face with my hands. “Fuuuuck 
me.” Maeve laughed at my distress. “Is it really that simple?” | asked. 
“As long as | make things better, even slightly, | get a pass?” 


“That is ultimately up to you. It is your own judgment you were 
worried about, no?” 


“That's not very helpful.” | hung my head. “I just don’t know how to 
reconcile the value of allowing people the freedom to make their own 
mistakes and the value of preventing unnecessary suffering. | don’t 
know what to do.” 


“Then | have no advice to offer you. Still, at least your whining was 
entertaining.” She waved the hand with the newspaper absently. 
“You may go.” 


Mentally kicking myself for thinking, even for a second, that | had 
found a sympathetic ear, | rose with a groan and started walking 
away, only to stop when Maeve called my name. “Cassandra.” 


“Yes?” | turned around to look at her, but I’d stalked off in a direction 
such that her back was to me, so | couldn’t see the expression on 
her face. 


“| had little truck with the White God of my world,” she said casually, 
“but | believe He faced much the same question. Make of that what 
you will.” 


That was even less helpful than her complete indifference. “Thank 
you,” | said stiffly, and left Maeve to her petty entertainments. 


Not even God had found a satisfactory answer to the question. 


AN: Kasey Mistake number TooManyToCount: Using Maeve as a 
moral compass. 


Theodicy is the "answer to the question of why God permits evil" - 
Kasey might be more accurate to refer to her question as a matter of 
Jumperdicy. Both she and Maeve recognize the parallels. 
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Chapter 16: Action 


Chapter 16: Action 
“Having second thoughts, Kasey?” 


Lisa’s voice shook me out of my thoughts as we pulled up behind the 
bank. | hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation between the 
two girls on either side of me as we'd driven through the rain, too 
busy worrying about whether or not | should be worrying about 
things. 


“| was,” | admitted. Taylor looked at me in surprise. “My head’s on 
straight,” | reassured them. “I’ve got it handled.” Just as Taylor had 
reassured herself in canon, my presence here was going to lessen 
the amount of harm done to the people caught in the crossfire. As for 
Dinah... | had made arrangements. Well, to be precise, I’d asked for 
arrangements to be made... it was handled. 


Lisa hummed acknowledgment. | wondered what she was picking up 
from me; possibly nothing, if she was saving all her power for the 
bank. She pulled her hair out of her bun and put her mask; Skitter 
did the same on my right. | pulled my mask over my head, tucked it 
into my collar, and pulled the goggles down over my eyes. We 
hopped out-me last, since I'd been crammed between the two seats- 
and | was immediately blinded by the raindrops covering my 
goggles. Luckily, my power could deal with that; a mere thought sent 
the rain sliding right off me as | hurried away from the van. 


Grue was already hurrying over to us through the rain, darkness 
billowing off his body. “We’ve got to move fast. In and out as quickly 
as possible,” he rumbled through his darkness-filled helmet. “Tats, 
door. Skitter, what do you see?” 


“Two employees in the back offices. Six tellers in the main room, with 
thirty... seven customers.” Her voice was confident and slightly cold; 


her bugs buzzed in time with her speech, disguising her voice and 
lending it a creepy, unsettling backing. Any regret she may have felt 
in the original timeline was completely absent. “That number’s going 
to keep changing until we lock the doors. Two security guards, one in 
the main room, one out front in the rain.” Most of the security was 
off-site for exactly these sorts of situations. Tattletale claimed that 
more than seventy percent of bystander deaths during cape crimes 
were the results of trigger-happy normals; | suspected she was 
including normal criminals in that count, which seemed misleading. 
Either way, banks lived and died on statistics and predictions, and 
the numbers said normal security guards made supervillain 
robberies worse, not better. 


Skitter and Grue headed back to the rear of the van and pulled open 
the doors, letting loose a biblical plague straight from my worst 
nightmares. Grue actually handled it worse than | did, although to be 
fair he was at ground zero while | had made myself scarce the 
moment they’d gone for the doors; | did my best to ignore the swarm 
as it crowded around the door we’d be using to get inside. I'd 
planned to ride with Grue, Regent, and Bitch, or even bring a third 
van, but Tattletale had insisted. | didn’t know if she was doing it 
because of something she noticed from Skitter, something she 
noticed from me, or for her own benefit, but | trusted her enough not 
to argue, even if it meant sitting through the drive with that right 
behind me. If | hadn’t been so wrapped up in my worries, | might 
have had a nervous breakdown. 


Tattletale spent a moment looking over the key-pad, then punched in 
a series of numbers. Even knowing just how good her power was, | 
still held my breath for the few seconds it took for the door to click 
open. Grue pushed his darkness into the bank, then turned to me 
and said, “Flux first.” The joys of being the bullet-proof one. | resisted 
the urge to close my eyes as | walked through the cloud of bugs. 
Creepier than the bugs themselves was the way they parted for me, 
making sure not to so much as brush against my wig. | appreciated 
the gesture, but god having them move like that was unnerving. 


We marched down the hallway, only stopping when Skitter signaled 
that one of the rooms was occupied. Each time, Grue filled the room 
with darkness, then went in and dragged the occupant out. The 
second one had a nasty gash on his forehead, but | had no way to 
know if Grue had hit him or if he’d run into a wall in blind panic. The 
two men shared a look of defeat, but said nothing as we hauled them 
out into the main room. 


| went first again, bursting through the doors with a cheerful “HelliIiIllo 
Brockton!” Bitch’s dogs and the Swarm followed immediately, so | 
wasn’t sure how much of the screaming | was actually responsible 
for. The security guard in the corner actually facepalmed before 
unclipping his gun belt and tossing it to me without being asked. “We 
are your entertainment for the day! Please, hold your applause until 
the end of the performance!” There weren’t a lot of people listening 
to me yet, so | was mostly filling time. “Everybody calm now?” | 
yelled once the panicked screaming had given way to panicked 
whimpering. “Everyone calm? Good! This is real simple! We’re after 
the bank’s money, not yours, and we don’t need to hurt you to get it.” 
| took gun that had been surrendered to me and held it up for 
everyone to see, then stripped it in full view of the shocked civilians, 
tossing the pieces aside. “If everyone follows our instructions, you'll 
be free to go with nothing but a story for tomorrow’s papers. This 
isn't a movie; if you do something stupid, it may not just be you that 
gets hurt. So don't.” 


Skitter stepped up beside me. “As a way of ensuring your 
cooperation,” she said, “I have these.” She held out a finger, from 
which a single black widow spider began to descend on a line of silk. 
“This is a black widow spider; her bite can seriously injure or kill a 
grown man, and there are several of her sisters on each and every 
one of you. They are under my complete control. Do as we say, and 
they wouldn't hurt a fly. Move when we say stay, or stay when we 
say move, and I'll have them bite.” | tried to ignore the way several 
people began to cry at the threat, and the way her delivery hadn't left 
me with a single doubt as to whether she would carry it out. 


“So!” | clapped my hands. “That’s the carrot and the stick. 
Cooperate, and you’ve had nothing worse than a bad scare. Try 
something clever, end up in the hospital. Easy!” | was still holding the 
security guard’s belt, which had a pair of handcuffs, as well; | tossed 
them back to the guard and pointed at my wrist, and he scowled and 
handcuffed himself. Grue and Tattletale began arranging the 
hostages along the walls, making sure Regent could keep an eye on 
them from his position by the doors. That done, we left Regent at his 
post and hurried back into the hallway, turning right and heading 
towards the vault. Tattletale used a keycard to get us through the 
outer security door into the area with the safety deposit boxes. We 
were ignoring those; the expected value wasn’t enough to be worth 
the trouble. The real loot was behind the heavy, reinforced door at 
the other end of the room. 


“Do you need to open it properly, or can | just smash it?” | asked 
Tattletale. 


“Faster is better,” Grue said. 


“Don’t try it,” Tattletale said quickly. “If anyone tries to brute-force the 
door, it slams a set of bolts home that we really don’t want to deal 
with. Although, if you can feel the internal mechanism...” | put my 
hands on the door, then shook my head. | could feel the various 
materials and the breaks between them, but it was like trying to 
follow a single strand of string through a hellishly complicated knot. 


“Wait, I’ve got it.” It was hellishly complicated, but it was still a /ock. | 
pulled my wand out of my sleeve and carefully pronounced 
Alohomora. The vault clicked open. 


“Do you seriously carry a wand around just for that joke?” Tattletale 
asked in disbelief. 


“Yes,” | lied. “Tats, you need to check out the hostages. Now.” She 
opened her mouth to protest, then swallowed nervously and hurried 
back into the main room. Grue, Skitter, and Bitch began strapping a 
harness to the dog that wasn’t currently blocking the front doors, 


while | grabbed a bag and stepped into the vault. Most of the room 
was full of cash, wrapped bills in small piles, with a line of filing 
cabinets along one wall that were full of papers Coil wanted for 
unspecified-but-doubtlessly-nefarious reasons. 


| didn’t wait for the three of them to finish strapping the harness on 
before | started loading cash into one of the bags. Her job done, 
Bitch followed me into the room with the rest of the bags and took 
over cash duties with Skitter while | started doing the heavy lifting, 
cracking filing cabinets open with a crowbar and occasionally 
pausing to load a full bag onto the dog. Grue split his time between 
directing us and loading papers into the bags as | went through the 
line of cabinets as fast as | could. 


“You’re saving me a hell of a workout,” he said as | loaded the sixth 
bag onto the harness. “Okay, | don’t think we can fit any more on 
here.” 


“Is the weight even?” Bitch asked. She'd taken off her mask at some 
point. Out of all of us, she would care the least about being 
identified, and the cheap plastic mask was neither comfortable nor 
convenient. 


| reached up and hauled on the harness to feel the weight. “It’s pretty 
close. Shouldn’t be a problem.” Bitch stood up and walked over to 
the animal, and | helped her feel the harness’s balance herself. 
Satisfied, she shared a brief moment with her dog before sending it 
back to the lobby and calling in another-the one missing an eye. 


“How'd she lose the eye?” Skitter asked. 
“Fuck you!” Bitch snapped. “You think | did that?” 
“Of course she doesn’t!” | snapped back. “That’s why she asked!” 


Bitch grumbled, but backed down. “Her previous owners were a 
bunch of fuckers,” she muttered. 


| reached the end of the line of cabinets. “I need to check on 
Tattletale,” | told Grue. “Leave the bags on the floor and I'll load them 
when | get back.” | hurried out of the vault into the lobby, where | 
almost ran into Tattletale. “Everything okay?” 


“Yeah,” she said. “Everything’s fine. I’m going to go-” 


“Come with me.” | tapped her on the shoulder to make sure | had her 
attention, then led her back to the lobby. | didn’t believe for a second 
we'd dodged the Panacea landmine in the crowd. 


“This isn’t the plan. | need to-” 
“You need to make sure nothing is going wrong.” 


“Exactly! From the manager’s office, like we planned.” | didn’t 
respond as | headed back into the lobby, where Regent was still 
standing by the doors with the other two dogs. Even while Skitter 
was busy loading bags in another room, she was directing her flying 
bugs in thick streams that flowed through the air like ribbons. It was 
intimidating and visually impressive, a clear reminder that she was in 
full control of the situation. | wasn’t paying attention to them, though, 
and not just because | really didn’t want to think about the bugs; | 
was looking at the hostages, trying to match a face to the description 
| vaguely remembered. “There,” | whispered to Tattletale. “Girl, 
teenager, left, near the columns. We didn’t put anyone there-it’s out 
of sight of the door.” 


Tattletale followed my gaze. “Which... you have got to be fucking 
kidding me.” She smacked a hand to her forehead, then pulled her 
gun out of her belt and started marching towards the girl. “You! 
Hands where | can see them, now!” she bellowed, holding the gun 
down but ready in front of her. Amy jumped, turning her body to look 
at us, and paled when she saw the gun. She raised her hands 
reluctantly, revealing a rather nice cellular phone in mid-text. 


“She’s done something to the bugs Skitter had on her,” | muttered. 


“Obviously,” Tattletale hissed. To Amy, she yelled, “Stand up, s/owly, 
and walk towards me. No sudden movements." She waved the gun 
slightly in a beckoning motion, keeping attention on it without actually 
pointing it at anyone. “Put the phone down, s/ow/ly, and slide it 
towards me.” Amy obeyed, setting the phone on the ground and 
sliding it forward with her foot. | pulled out a giant flyswatter-because 
of course | could summon one of those-and smashed the bugs on 
her as Tattletale pointed them out. None of the other bugs reacted as 
they died; Skitter couldn’t sense anything from them. 


“How many bugs have you sabotaged?” | asked her. 
“Only the ones on her,” Tattletale answered before Amy could. 


“Good. Check the phone.” She nodded and holstered the gun before 
bending down to pick up the phone. | slammed my palm into my 
forehead theatrically. “Damn it, Amy,” | said. “This could have gone 
perfectly smoothly if you’d just stayed on the sidelines.” 


“And let you get away with robbing a bank?” she asked. 

“Yes, because no one would be hurt.” 

“Your freak threatened to bite people with black widow spiders.” 
“And we made it clear that no one would get bit unless someone 
tried to play hero. Which you did.” Amy paled further, and | hurried to 
add, “We’re not out to make an example out of anyone here. Do you 
understand why we made that threat?” 


“So everyone would be too scared to do anything to stop you!” she 
yelled. 


“Well, yes,” | admitted, “but also because ‘doing something to stop 
us’ is a great way to get a lot of people hurt in the crossfire, ora 
panicked stampede.” 


| was interrupted by Tattletale swearing vigorously. “They’re going to 
send the whole fucking Wards team for this,” she muttered. “Glory 
Girl, too, probably.” She looked up from the phone and stared at me 
for a few seconds, then tossed the phone back to Amy, who almost 
dropped it in surprise. “Tell your sister that if she starts throwing cars 
at us, she’s at serious risk of crushing the people she wants to save,” 
she barked. Amy gulped and started typing. “You should head back 
to the vault,” Tattletale told me. 


“You got this under control?” | asked. 


“Yeah. | can manage this,” Tattletale said. “Fuck. Worst case 
scenario.” She ran a hand through her hair. 


“Play nice,” | whispered. Tattletale rolled her eyes and directed 
Panacea to follow her somewhere, while | headed back to the vault 
to find four bags already filled, with two more right behind them. 


“The fuck is going on out there?” Bitch asked. 


“Bad news. Really bad news.” | loaded the bags on as fast as | 
could, and Bitch called the last dog in immediately. “We’re going to 
have a lot of heat coming and coming fast. I’m not sure we have 
enough time for more.” 


“Call it quits?” Skitter asked. 


“We have until Tattletale says it’s time to leave,” Grue said. “We can 
get another two bags, at least.” We doubled up, Skitter and | with 
one bag and Grue and Bitch on the other, shoveling cash in as fast 
as possible. We managed to mostly fill four more bags before 
Tattletale walked back to the Vault door. 


“Finish those bags and get ready,” she said. “White hats are here in 
force.” 


“How many Wards did we end up drawing?” Grue asked. 


“All of them.” Tattletale shot a glare in my direction, which | felt was 
completely unjustified. Grue didn’t respond, instead shoveling money 
in with renewed furor. We finished at around the same time, and | 
quickly loaded the bags onto the harness before the four of us 
headed out. 


“Where’s Panacea?” | asked. 


“Here.” Tattletale pointed to where Amy was sitting and glaring at us. 
She didn’t have her phone, but she didn’t seem any more upset than 
she'd been earlier, which was good; leaving her alone with Tattletale 
had been careless. 


Skitter and Grue reacted almost exactly the same way: “What.” Grue 
looked at Amy, then at Tattletale, then at me. “What the fuck, Tats.” 


“Don’t fucking ask me!” Tattletale said. “Ask her!” | half expected her 
to point at me, but she was still pointing at Amy. Grue smacked his 
helmet with his palm; Amy was drawing that reaction a lot today. 
Skitter just sighed. 


“This can still go smooth,” | said. “Plan C, right? We send Panacea 
out with half the hostages-” 


“How is that going to help?” Grue snapped. 


“Because it will keep them busy,” Tattletale answered for me. “We 
confuse them and escape in the chaos.” Amy nodded encouragingly, 
which gave the game away. “Fuck. That won't work.” 


“Vista,” Grue said, spotting the problem immediately. “Fuck!” 


“Let’s see what we have to deal with,” | said. “Amy, get up, we need 
to keep an eye on you.” Amy stood as slowly as she could without 
risking our wrath, and Grue grabbed her by her upper arm and pulled 
her with us as we walked over to where Regent had been watching 
the Wards gather through a gap in Grue’s fog. 


“Anyone want to tell me why we have the entire team out there?” 
Regent asked as we walked up. He did a double-take at Amy and 
facepalmed, leaving Skitter the sole survivor of that little reveal- 
except Bitch, but | wasn’t sure facepalming was even in her 
repertoire of emotes. “Oh.” 


“Yeah. Oh.” Grue gave Amy a push and pointed at the ground, and 
she sat grudgingly. “How the fuck did you miss this, Tats?” 


“I’m not omniscient, damn it!” Tattletale snapped. “Unlike some 
people,” she added with another glare at me. 


“My paranoia was more accurate than expected?” | offered. “But hey, 
we have a plan, right?” 


Grue nodded. “It’s plan D,” he said. “We blitz the heroes, then retreat 
and escape out the back. They expect us to avoid fighting, and they 
haven’t seen Flux or Skitter before, so they’re not going to be ready 
for us.” He glanced at Amy. “I wish we still had those handcuffs you 
used on the guard; Panacea is a distraction we can’t afford right 
now.” 


“Then we send her out first, with the hostages,” | said. 

“No,” Tattletale said. “| want her where | can see her.” 
“Assignments?” Grue prompted. 

“Right. The Wards are out front, mostly. Shadow Stalker and Glory 
Girl are on the roof. Vista is in the back, screwing with our exit. Flux, 
can you handle both bricks?” 

“Sequentially? No problem. Simultaneously? Iffy.” 

“Well, Bitch’s dogs are loaded down, and putting them in a fight risks 
spilling the goods, so I’d rather not send them into the thick of things. 


Bitch, can you keep them on crowd control? Make them threatening 
without actually having them fight?” 


“Course | can,” Bitch said with a scowl. 


“Great. Stay with the hostages, make sure they don’t start running 
off. Don’t let Panacea touch you. Flux, take Glory Girl first, then 
Aegis; he’s a lot less likely to kill one of us BY ACCIDENT!” She 
deliberately raised her voice for that, making sure Amy would 
overhear, then went back to pairing us off. “Skitter can swarm 
Clockblocker; if he tries to freeze the bugs, he'll trap himself.” 


“I’m not restricted to one fight,” Skitter said. 


“| know. Help whoever you can, but you need to take Clockblocker 
out of the fight, because we can’t. Kid Win’s going to be at range, so 
Regent will disrupt his aim and maybe get a cheap shot at one of the 
other Wards with his taser if they get too close. | can navigate 
through whatever Vista’s done to the place, so that’s my job.” 


Regent snickered. “And you actually stand a chance against her in 
hand-to-hand combat.” 


“Shut up. Grue, you’re going to have to be micromanaging your 
darkness. Give us arenas to fight in, split them up. Try not to get shot 
by the psycho again.” 


“| can’t pay attention to all of you while I’m fighting,” Grue said. 
“Stalker is going to be a problem.” 


“lll handle Stalker,” Skitter growled. 


Grue glanced at her, then shrugged. “If you can keep her off my 
back, all the better. Remember, our goal is getting Vista to release 
whatever trap she’s set up for us; everyone else is just an obstacle. 
Flux, you have to stop Glory Girl as fast as possible, or she’s going 
to wreck the place.” | nodded. “Regent, interference and cheap 
shots. Bitch, watch the remaining hostages. Don’t risk the dogs 
unless we need them.” Regent nodded, too; Bitch glared, which was 
close enough. “Tattletale, get the hostages ready to move.” Tattletale 
nodded and walked away. 


| glanced at Amy again. She had her arms folded and was clearly 
sulking, so | left the group huddle and sat on my heels next to her. 
“You doing okay?” | asked. 


“Why do you care?” she snapped. 


“Because, while | am willing to hurt people, | don’t enjoy it,” | said. 
This was an extremely delicate conversation; I’d managed to avoid 
Tattletale doing catastrophic damage to Amy’s head, but | wanted to 
minimize the hard feelings from this whole thing. On a whim, | pulled 
out the Journal and flipped to Amy’s page, but it didn’t tell me 
anything that wasn’t on her wiki page. | put it away with a sigh. “You 
know, you being here is actually sorta good for us.” 


“Because you have a valuable hostage?” she asked. “You're crazy. 
You hurt me, you’re going to the ’Cage.” 


“Because you're a healer,” | said. “You’re aware of the term ‘felony 
murder’?” | could tell from her scowl that she was. Felony murder 
was a legal concept that if someone died during the commission of a 
felony, their death was the criminals’ responsibility, regardless of the 
actual chain of events that lead to the death. The classic example 
involved a bank robbery not unlike this one, in which a security guard 
shoots at a suspect and kills a bystander by mistake; in that case, 
the robbers would be guilty of murdering the dead bystander, even 
though the killing bullet was meant for them. 


“So you can do whatever you want to the hostages, as long as I’m 
here to heal them?” she asked. 


“| Know my team, and | know the plan; we don’t hurt anyone unless 
we’re backed into a corner. It’s the Wards I’m worried about.” Amy 
snorted. “If Stalker shoots a man by mistake, he’s a lot more likely to 
survive with you already here.” 


“Heroes don’t hurt people,” she said. 


“Really? Glory Girl never hits a little too hard?” Amy flinched and 
turned her face away from me. Fuck. |’d been too on target. | wasn't 
even sure what | was trying to accomplish, here. “That’s why we 
made the threat, you understand? The less people who act, the 
lower the chances of accidents.” 


“If you weren't robbing a bank, there wouldn’t be any accidents at 
all!” 


Damn, she had me there. “At least we’re mostly harmless?” | offered. 
“| mean, you have to admit not all villains are equally bad, right?” 


Amy looked at me like | was crazy. “If you care what | think, why are 
you robbing a bank with this freak-show?” 


“Cause fighting the Wards sounds like more fun than being one?” 


Skitter tapped me on the shoulder. “Showtime,” she said. | said 
goodbye and got a rude gesture in return, then stood up and turned 
back to the group. Tattletale had returned with a dozen civilians in 
tow. 


“We’re the Undersiders!” | told them. “We hope you enjoyed the 
show thus far, and that you'll find the next few minutes at least as 
interesting as they are terrifying.” Many of the hostages exchanged 
glances at my words; she seemed to have picked the most collected 
of the lot. Tattletale shot me a what-are-you-doing look while they 
were distracted. The security guard was there, still handcuffed, so | 
walked over and snapped the cuffs apart. 


“Don’t want you to trip and fall,” | told him, to his incredulous stare. 
“We going for maximum confusion?” | asked Grue. One of the plans 
we’d discussed involved me making some of his fog partially 
transparent, so there would be shapes and shadows looming out of 
the darkness. 


Grue shook his head-he wasn’t particularly fond of that plan-then 
stepped forward and thickened the wall of darkness around the 


doors, hiding them from view completely. He disappeared into the 
fog for a moment, then returned and addressed the hostages. “We’re 
going to release you!” he yelled. “Once you’re outside, you need to 
move as far away from the bank as possible before you lose vision!” 
Why was | necessary for this bit, again? The wait was starting to get 
to me; | turned away, trying to shake out some of my tension as Grue 
continued his speech. “If you get caught in the dark again, lie down 
and cover your head!” No one moved. “Well? Go!” Regent shoved 
the closest civilian through the wall of fog, and when he didn’t 
bounce off, the rest began to follow. 


The plan didn’t survive much longer than that, because Shadow 
Stalker dropped through the roof, firing her crossbow in midair. 
Skitter saw it coming, of course, and managed to shove Grue out of 
the way, the tinkertech tranquilizer dart bouncing harmlessly off the 
tile floor between them. What the hell is Stalker thinking? It was six 
versus one! 


Apparently, she was planning a hit and run; the moment she hit the 
ground, she started running, cursing as she reloaded her crossbow. | 
started forward, only to flinch as one of the streams of bugs I’d 
managed to ignore surged towards her; Stalker hadn’t expected the 
bugs either, and changed course as the legion of insects formed a 
solid wall in front of her. Regent fouled her reload, causing her to 
nearly drop her crossbow, and while she fumbled with her weapon, 
Skitter crept in, obscured by another cloud of insects. Stalker didn’t 
notice she was there until the bugs parted, revealing the villain 
standing only two feet away with a can of pepper spray pointed right 
at her head. 


Stalker’s first reaction was to go intangible again, which was a 
horrible mistake. She immediately changed back, fell to the ground, 
and started flickering in and out of shadow-state as she writhed in 
agony. Skitter kept spraying, then kicked her in the ribs a couple 
times for good measure. “Stalker’s down,” she yelled. 


“| see that,” | muttered, turning my attention back to the Wards 
outside. Looking out the window didn’t help much; the other side was 


entirely dark. 


“What are you doing?” Tattletale yelled. | whipped my head back to 
the scene of the fight to see Panacea bent over Shadow Stalker. 


“Making sure she’s not going to die,” Panacea snapped. “You know, 
what | do. She’s not getting up anytime soon, if that’s what you’re 
worried about.” 


Right, next crisis. “Skitter! Where’s Clockblocker?” She pointed, and 
| headed out into the cloud in a different direction. | was vaguely 
aware of Regent and Skitter also heading into the darkness, but | 
couldn’t track them at all once | was in it. It was incredibly 
disorienting, and only my general physics sense of it as an editable 
object kept me from wondering if | was moving at all. Once | reached 
the rough middle of the street, | leapt straight up, coming out of the 
fog and hanging in the air in my own personal low gravity. 


Aegis was only a dozen feet from me, but facing the wrong way 
while he argued with someone-probably whoever was running 
console. Kin Win was on the other side of the battlefield, fussing with 
a large boxy device he was sweeping back and forth across the bank 
like a scanner. My target was Glory Girl, who was on the roof of the 
bank, exactly as described. We locked eyes, and she cooperated 
wonderfully by diving off the roof directly at me. 


She grabbed me and tried to throw me across the street, but | 
grabbed her back, instigating a short and highly confusing mid-air 
wrestling match. After a lot of squirming and cursing from both sides, 
| realized the impossibility of either of us pinning the other against 
thin air and gave up. That let her throw me like she’d planned, which 
meant that | went straight into a cluster of police cars and wrecked 
the lot of them. 


That meant | had to dodge like crazy to avoid five different 
containment foam sprayers, and without my evasion perk | may well 
have been caught then and there. Judging by the cursing | left in my 
wake, there was some friendly fire, which served them right for not 


being more careful. Glory Girl flew in as | jumped clear of that 
clusterfuck, and this time | grabbed her, flinging her down the street 
and scattering another line of police cars like bowling pins. Then 
Aegis hit me hard enough that | bounced. 


| stood up slowly, disoriented by the darkness. | wasn’t sure exactly 
where I’d landed, so | repeated my trick of simply jumping out of the 
cloud, coming out of the darkness a hairsbreadth from Kid Win. 


“Oh fuck!” he yelled, echoing my thoughts exactly, and | barely gota 
hand on his hoverboard before he shot away down the street. 
“Fuck!” 


“Aaaah!” | screamed, dangling like an idiot from one hand. He 
swerved erratically to try and shake me off, but only succeeded in 
helping me get my other hand on the board. With my grip secured, | 
screwed with my mass like crazy, and he screamed and toppled off 
the board as it suddenly gained and lost a thousand pounds of 
passenger weight in a few heartbeats. “Fuck!” | dropped the board 
and grabbed him, rendering us both safely noodly as we pancaked 
against the ground like Wile E Coyote at close to thirty miles an hour, 
digging up a furrow in the asphalt as we slid to a stop. | recovered 
faster, having known what to expect, and immediately pulled him into 
a joint lock. “Stop struggling and | won’t have to break anything,” | 
growled, and he stilled. “Do you have a way for me to restrain you, or 
am | going to have to tie you to a lamppost?” 


“On my board,” he said. 


| didn’t believe that for a second. “Lamppost it is.” My first plan was 
to tie his arms in a knot, but | still didn’t Know what would happen if it 
wore off before someone got him out, so | wrapped the lamppost 
around him instead. “No hard feelings, right?” | asked, then headed 
back towards the bank without waiting for a response. We’d traveled 
most of a block in our little midair scuffle, taking us outside the police 
cordon, and | couldn’t see any of the other heroes outside the bank. 
Whether that meant they were lost in the dark or inside fighting my 
team | couldn’t guess. 


What it actually meant was that I’d made the classic blunder of not 
looking up. Glory Girl hit me from above while | was mid-sprint, 
sending me tumbling into the darkness. | felt myself hit a couple 
unlucky hostages as | struggled to control my slide, and was very 
glad I’d gone rubbery and rolled with the momentum rather than 
digging another trench in the road. | finally came to a stop all the way 
on the other side of the cloud, and immediately had to deal with 
Aegis, who grabbed me and hoisted me into the air, trying to drag 
me back to Glory Girl so they could finish the job. | dragged him 
down instead, making us suddenly far too heavy for his limited flight 
capabilities. Grue was all right, at least, since a sphere of darkness 
cleared around us as | pile-drove Aegis into the street. 


My goggles switched to infrared automatically, since Grue’s power 
blocked the sunlight; Aegis must have made a similar adaptation, 
because he came up swinging purposefully rather than blindly. I'd 
assumed from our planning session that he’d be a weaker brute than 
Glory Girl, but apparently he just had enough self-control to not be a 
lethal danger to us. He hit every bit as hard as she did, and would 
not stay down. | knocked him down and kicked him in the head a 
couple times, and all | accomplished was getting thrown by the boot. 
| flew back out of the cloud and slammed into a car, blinking as my 
vision reset to normal color. Glory Girl immediately tried to break my 
everything, and this time | didn’t play around; | dodged a right hook, 
caught her following jab in one hand, then punched her in the face 
with the other. 


Glory Girl’s power was pretty damn good, all things considered; she 
had a personal force field around her that made her functionally 
invincible. Her only weakness was that it you hit the shield hard 
enough, it would go down for a second or two; long enough for a bit 
of dust to mar her costume, which was the clue Tattletale had used 
in canon to find the chink in her armor. It needed to be hit pretty 
hard, but | could do hard, and no matter how long or short the delay, 
it couldn’t deal with an ongoing force-like, say, the fact that | was 
currently twisting her wrist hard enough to break it. When her 
invulnerability flickered, her wrist Snapped. 


She screamed in agony-this may have been the worst she’d been 
hurt since she triggered, given that as far as | Knew, no one had 
managed to exploit the vulnerability before. | waited just long enough 
to make sure her invulnerability was back up, then hit her as hard as 
| possibly could. Glory Girl went flying up and into the clouds 
overhead, and even with my mass boosted, the reaction force added 
a shallow crater to the street. Of course, | wasn’t done; Aegis was 
already hot on my heels. This time, however, | had a car, and 
wrapped him in it like a blanket before spiking it into the street hard 
enough to bury him up to his neck. No matter how strong he was, 
freeing himself from that without any leverage wasn’t going to be 
easy. It might not hold him for long, but we didn’t need a total victory; 
just an escape. 


With the brutes more or less handled, | ran back through the cloud 
into the lobby. “What’s the status?” 


“Dunno,” Bitch said. She was standing with one of her dogs in front 
of the hostages lined up against the left wall, the other two dogs 
menacing the group on the right. Panacea had dragged Stalker off to 
one side and was pacing back and forth like she wanted to try 
something stupid. 


“Where’s Grue?” 
“Dunno.” 


“Are we ready to go yet?” Regent yelled as he ran back into the 
lobby. He paused and looked around. “Where’s Grue?” 


“Dunno,” Bitch and | echoed. | sighed and stretched; literally 
throwing my weight around had been quite a workout. “Hope he gets 
back soon. Aegis is going to break free eventually.” 


Regent glanced back towards the doors, then looked at me. “What'd 
you do to him?” 


“Wrapped him in a car. | don’t think Glory Girl is going to be coming 
back-” 


| was immediately proved a liar as Glory Girl slammed through the 
wall of the bank. She’d misjudged-or just gotten unlucky-because 
she went straight into one of the large, decorative marble columns 
only a few feet away from the wall. The entire column sheared off its 
base with a horrendous cracking sound, and | had to sprint across 
the room to prevent thousands of pounds of marble from crushing 
one of the hostages; | only just made it, shoving him out of awaya 
moment before | caught the pillar on my back. The impact 
hammered me flat. 


“Sorry about the mess,” | said through gritted teeth, struggling to pry 
myself out from under the column. It was too damn large for me to 
affect the whole thing, and now / was the one who didn’t have 
enough leverage to get free of a bind. Luckily, Bitch had my back; 
there was a sharp whistle, and one of the dogs body-slammed the 
pillar, rolling it off me and letting me get back up. | looked up just in 
time to see Regent go flying through the air, and had to run and 
catch him, too; | set him on his feet before turning back to the human 
wrecking ball currently wrestling one of the other dogs. As Tattletale 
had feared, one of the bags had torn. Bank notes were fluttering 
through the air like confetti. “Glory Girl!” 


It was the most effective taunt I’d ever given. “You bitch!” she yelled, 
and dove straight at me, the dog forgotten. | ran up one of the 
columns to get the right angle, then punched her hard enough to 
send her into a Glory-Girl-shaped hole in the floor with a 
thunderclap. 


“Stay down, you goddamn human tornado!” | yelled into the hole. | 
didn’t get a response, which was promising. 


“We're leaving!” Grue yelled, popping out of the cloud concealing the 
doors. “Where's Skitter?” 


“Here!” Skitter called as she stepped out of the back hallway. | stifled 
a laugh at the absurdity of the situation as Regent and | ran over- 
well, | ran; Regent was limping. “Tattletale dislocated Vista’s 
shoulder, and Clockblocker’s buried under a pile of bugs,” she said. 
“Our exit’s clear.” 


“Where’s Tats?” 
“Here!” Tattletale stuck her head out of the back hallway. “Let’s go!” 


Stalker, Kid Win, Aegis, Vista, Clockblocker... it felt like | was 
forgetting half the roster in the confusion. “Browbeat?” 


“Tased,” Regent said proudly. 
“Gallant?” 
“Useless,” Grue answered. “Come on, load up.” 


“Not so fast, you fuckers!” Glory Girl screamed, pulling herself up out 
of her crater with her good hand. She was looking much the worse 
for wear; her forcefield had been down when she'd punched through 
the floor, and while my power had saved her from injury and even 
given her a blow-dry from the acceleration, the experience had left 
her a mess. She was absolutely covered in stone dust, her costume 
had been ruined, her hair was sticking up every which way from the 
lightning I’d put into my punch, and she'd lost her tiara. She was also 
absolutely fucking livid. \'d give her this much, though: she did not 
know when to quit. | was going to have to break a lot more than her 
wrist to get her to stop. 


Or would I? If | remembered the layout of the bank correctly... 


“Takes one to know one, bitch,” | said, brushing my knuckles against 
my jacket in the most asshole-ishly self-assured fashion | could 
manage while | paced along the wall. Glory Girl saw red, screaming 
incoherently as she charged. | stared her down, waiting until the last 
moment, then pivoted and redirected her through the wall behind me 


with open-handed slap, doubling her mass as | did. She couldn't 
slow down in time and crashed through the wall, her momentum 
carrying her all the way into the vault. | immediately ran forward and 
slammed the door shut behind her, then spun the wheel until it 
locked. 


The six of us stared at the vault for a few heartbeats. “Did that really 
just work?” | asked. The only response was a furious pounding on 
the inside of the door. 


Grue snapped out of our stupor first. “Come on, let’s go!” he yelled, 
goading the rest of us into action. 


We were taking the same dogs we'd used on Monday, since we’d 
‘practiced’ it before, which meant | was behind Bitch again. Grue 
raised his hands, and the world went black. It was several minutes of 
horribly uncomfortable riding through the rain in total darkness 
before we came to a stop. Someone pulled me off the dog gently, 
and | took off my costume and put on the set of civilian clothes | was 
handed. | was led under some sort of shelter from the rain and my 
hand pushed into someone else’s; | tried to move further under the 
shelter, but stopped when | bumped into someone, so | stood with 
my shoulder exposed to the rain. And that’s how | stayed for the 
twenty or so minutes it took for the darkness to dissipate. 


When the darkness finally cleared, | learned I’d been holding Taylor’s 
hand on the edge of the boardwalk. We looked about curiously, 
much the same as the rest of the shoppers who'd been caught in the 
dark. Just another pair of kids ditching school, caught unaware by 
the sudden eclipse. She had an umbrella in her other hand; that was 
the shelter I’d noticed earlier. | released her hand. 


“Everything okay?” she asked. 
“| think so,” | said. “We should go home.” 


“My house or yours?” 


| almost said ‘mine’, before | stopped and thought about the 
question. There was no reason we’d actually go back to the Hebert 
household, and I’d spent a lot of yesterday moving things out of the 
storage closet. “Yours,” | said. 


“Kay.” And so we wandered back towards the loft. 
AN: One of the most heavily rewritten chapters to date, for reasons 


completely unrelated to the discussion on the previous ones. Action 
scenes are HARD. I’m gonna stick to dialog from now on, k? K. 
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Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently viewing as Guest. Log in 

¢ Topic: What's going on at Brockton Central Bank? 
In: Boards » Places » America > Brockton Bay 
MP404 (Original Poster) 

Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


What the hell's going on downtown? There's a police cordon around 
a whole block and the PRT are everywhere! 


(Showing page 1 of 5) 

> birman 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
someone is robbing the bank -_- 
> MP404 (Original Poster) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
@birman is that a guess or a fact? 
> birman 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@MP404 it's a guess but really, what else would they be doing? A 
drill? In the middle of a weekday? 


> Tetromino 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| think @birman is right. I'm in the building across the street, and the 
Wards just arrived. urlshrink.com/gatm2vdw (sorry for crappy quality) 


> misplacedID 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
Damn. That's a thing, | guess. 
> Fiendskinner 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Hope those idiots get clobbered. Who the hell robs a bank these 
days anyway? 


> CircleShop 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Tetromino I'm in the building next to you! Coworker’s recording all 
of this! 


> nooneimportant 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
@CircleShop POST IT! 

> CircleShop 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@nooneimportant Obviously! Have to wait til its done tho 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4,5 

(Showing page 2 of 5) 

> MP404 (Original Poster) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@nooneimportant Cape fan? 

> nooneimportant 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@MP404 Eh, sorta? | just want to see the fight it if happens. 
> Fiendskinner 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


You "want to see the fight"??? Kid, you have NO idea what its like 
living in a place like BB. 


User received an infraction for this post. 

> nooneimportant 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Fiendskinner lay off, man. Yeah, I've never been close enough toa 
cape fight to see anything, and that's great for me. I'm not saying | 
want to be there, I'm saying | want to see it, you know, safe behind a 
computer screen? 


> MP404 (Original Poster) 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Fiendskinner dude, relax. It's not like there aren't plenty of people 
on the scene thinking the same thing, or we wouldn't have cell phone 
videos of this stuff in the first place. 

> Tetromino 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

There's a fight! 

Edit: Glory Girl just threw someone through a dozen police cars. | 
couldn't get a pic of the fight but here's the aftermath. 
urlshrink.com/ral9vu2 

> nooneimportant 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Damn! Tons of confoam all over the place, too! 

> misplacedID 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Tetromino damn, that's not going to be cheap to replace. 

> Tuneless 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@MP404 what does this look like from where you are? 

> Sniptooth25 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| got a bit of the fight (further down the street, so view is bad) video 


EDIT: | feel attacked 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4,5 

(Showing page 3 of 5) 

> MP404 (Original Poster) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Tuneless lol, | went home. I'm stupid, but I'm not ‘stand around 
recording a cape fight’ stupid. 


> Tetromino 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Even if we were allowed to leave, | think that would be stupider than 
staying inside. 


> nooneimportant 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Sniptooth25 wow! That chick went flying! | love watching this stuff 
but | damn well never want to see it in person. 


> Gaargoth (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


News stories have started already. Got a thread here for the actual 
robbery. 


> birman 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
this thread quieted right down. everybody still okay? 


> Tetromino 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


We finally got let out. Don't know how the fight ended, but Kid Win 
and Glory Girl didn't do so hot. 


> CircleShop 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Finally finished uploading! Got most of the fight. 
urlshrink.com/ubabsgzh 


> birman 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Holy shit, they were right in front of you! 

> misplacedID 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

The sound makes it so much worse. 

> nooneimportant 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Yeah, that scream was not okay. I've had enough internet for now. 
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¢ Topic: Robbery at Brockton Bay Central Bank 
In: Boards » News > Crime » America 
Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 


Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


A group of villains calling themselves the Undersiders (old thread, 
new thread) hit Brockton Bay Central Bank today a little before noon. 
News articles here, here, and here. Couple of cellphone videos from 
outside the bank in this thread. Press releases: bank, PRT. Short 
version: Wards got their assess kicked, Protectorate and New Wave 
were too slow to arrive, villains got away clean. 


What we know: 


The Undersiders entered through a security door at the back of the 
bank. Two new villains debuted alongside the four known members. 
Hostages were threatened with black widow spiders crawling on their 
persons. Approximately #vebve+theusanddetars were stolen. EDIT: 
New estimate is $45,000 $20,000. Undersiders escaped into the city 
under cover of Grue's darkness clouds. No traffic accidents have 
been reported, miraculously. Between three and five civilian injuries, 
none serous. Treated at the scene and released. Aegis, Vista, and 
Gallant were moderately injured. Shadow Stalker was severely 
injured. EDIT: Shadow Stalker "in critical but stable condition.” Glory 
Girl did most of the property damage. Someone leaked security 
footage from inside the bank here. EDIT: Bagrat's ‘partial 
approximate transcript’ here. Panacea was inside the bank at the 
time of the robbery, but was released unharmed with the rest of the 
hostages. THE UNDERSIDERS: 


The group has been mostly rumors. We know they've been around 
for a while, but they haven't done much more than burglaries and the 
occasional scuffle with other gangs, so we didn't know much about 
them. Copying and pasting from my write up for their thread: 


Old Members: 


Grue: Male(?). Black motorcycle leathers and skull helmet. Shaker. 
Darkness generator, apparent leader. The weird dark stuff that 
comes off his body messes with your senses, prevents vision and 
hearing. Said to be "very disorienting." Possible Case 53. Thread 
Tattletale: Female. Purple jumpsuit with black accents, blonde. 
Unknown, maybe Thinker based on the name. Had a gun. Did not 


display obvious powers during the robbery. Thread Regent: Male. 
White and silver shakespeare-cosplay costume with ruffles and stuff. 
Master. Able to cause muscle spasms at range. Has a taser in his 
weird stick thing. Thread Hellhound: Female. Plastic dog mask and 
shabby clothes. Master. Mutates dogs into giant monsters, which she 
can control. Her identity is public knowledge. Only Undersider with a 
known body count. Thread Thread 2 Thread 3 New Members: 


Skitter: Female. Black jumpsuit with insect-themed detailing and 
yellow lenses over her eyes. Master. Controls all the bugs, and can 
apparently sense things with them too. Creepy as hell. Thread Flux: 
Female. Black and blue jumpsuit and jacket. Ski goggles and spiked 
blue/white hair. Brute/Striker, capable of doing weird stuff to people 
and stuff she touches. Spokesperson, but not the leader. Hammy. 
Thread UPDATE: Someone leaked security footage, link in main 
post. 

UPDATE2: New estimate for stolen cash. 

UPDATES: Panacea was in the bank at the time, and is unhurt. 


UPDATE4: New estimate for stolen cash (again). Bagrat has a good 
post on what may have been said here. 


UPDATE5: PRT press release, including update on Shadow Stalker, 
here (thanks @Isotropic). 
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> Cocadoodle 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
That picture of Kid Win! D: 
Was he hurt? 


> Bagrat (The Guy in the Know) (Veteran Member) 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Gaargoth your links didn't copy-paste properly. 

> No Currently Engineered Solution 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

This is why | wasn't celebrating with the rest of you when Lung went 
down. If the heroes don't move fast, any space one villain leaves will 
be filled by someone else within the week. 

> Spookedbyspiders87 (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

SOOOOOOOOO glad | wasn't there 

> Spliht 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

"Glory Girl did most of the property damage." 

In other news, water is wet. 

> Scorp132 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

| kinda wish | WAS there. Skitter looks so cool! 

> soulsurvivor 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Shadow Stalker is "severely" injured? What happened to her??? 


> Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Cocadoodle Kid Win wasn't listed as injured, and the picture has 
him looked more annoyed than anything else. Can't have been 
comfortable, though. 

@Bagrat fixed, thanks. 

> Redscarecrow 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@spookedbyspiders87 wow, talk about a relevant username. 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

(Showing page 2 of 6) 

> birman 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@No Currently Engineered Solution You're not seriously comparing 
this gang of idiots to LUNG, are you? 


> hotshot69 (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
@Scorp132 are you fucking dumb 
User was banned for this post. 

> No Currently Engineered Solution 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@birman I'm not saying they're at all comparable, the point is that 
just taking villains off the street doesn't help. The problem is space. If 


the heroes can't or won't fill the space the villains leave, new villains 
just file in. 


> Luggage 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


someone just leaked the security footage from one of the bank 
cameras!! LINK!! 


> darkshade111 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@No Currently Engineered Solution no, what we REALLY need is to 
fix the problems that make people become villains in the first place! 


> Cocadoodle 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| wish the video had sound. Who was the girl purple villain singled 
out at 7:44? 


> No Currently Engineered Solution 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@darkshade111 the fact that new villains don't pop up until old ones 
fall supports my statement. 


> Redscarecrow 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


HOLY SHIT the video at 14:31. Flux with the DIVING SAVE to 
rescue that guy. Who the fuck knocked the column over? 


> MotherEarth 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Redscarecrow judging from the fact that Glory Girl comes into 
view a second later, I'd bet it was her. 


@Spliht seriously 

> Pr0tOn (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Redscarecrow @MotherEarth @Spliht One of the comments on 
the second news article is "| feel safer around the villains." THIS IS 


WHY. Holy shit Glory Girl is lucky Flux was there or she'd have killed 
someone with that stunt. 
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(Showing page 3 of 6) 

> Treeheart721 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Cocadoodle Looks like Tattletale (the purple one) caught her using 
her cell phone? 


> GreedyMason 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Cocadoodle @Treeheart721 She's lucky Skitter didn't just bite her 
with the spiders. 


> Cocadoodle 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Maybe she got a pass because the villains forgot to tell people to 
turn off their phones? 0.0 


> numberoneresponderBB (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


The girl @Cocadoodle mentioned was Panacea, also known as Amy 
Dallon, Brockton Bay's resident healer. | spoke with her after things 
calmed down and she told me a bit of what happened inside. 
Apparently the Undersiders were very concerned that they had 
accidentally kidnapped the Bay's resident healer and were treating 
her gently. They didn't want to be responsible for injuring a 
noncombatant with such a good public record. 


| did ask her if | could talk about our conversation fwiw. 
> Jura Hawk 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@numberoneresponderBB so we're supposed to accept that the 
Undersiders are all good people at heart, then? 


edit: @TarrasqueTough THANK YOU! So sick of the apologist drivel 
this board spouts sometimes. 


> TarrasqueTough (Unverified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| see a lot about how much the Undersiders were trying to avoid 
hurting the hostages, so | feel like | need to remind people that 
THEY TOOK HOSTAGES. THEY PUT THOSE PEOPLE IN HARMS 
WAY. If they really cared about not hurting anyone, they could have 


NOT 


ROBBED 


A BANK. 

Thank you for coming to my seminar. 

> Bagrat (The Guy in the Know) (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


I've been talking to several people who claim to have been at the 
scene, and their details line up enough that | think A) they are telling 
the truth and B) | have a partial estimated transcript for some of what 
the villains said and did that the camera doesn’t catch. 


Flux opens with a hammy intro, then gives a speech about how the 
Undersiders don't want to hurt anyone and were only taking the 
bank's money, not the customers. The object she's playing with on 
the video is the security guard's gun-either she took it from him or he 
surrendered it himself, accounts differ. Apparently she crushed it with 
her bare hands as a show of strength. Skitter then steps up and tells 
people that if they DO decide to try and resist, she'll know, because 
they have black widow spiders on them already. Something about 
"stay when we say stay and move when we say move," enforced 
with threats of spider bites. She claimed the bites could be deadly, 
which is true but very rare in nature. Flux finishes the speech with 
more "but we aren't actually planning to hurt anyone unless you do 
something stupid" ‘reassurances.’ All the Undersiders except Regent 
head back to the vault with one of Hellhound's dogs. Not much 
happens for a few minutes, but you can see one person (Panacea) 
move from where she was supposed to be. Skitter must have 
noticed, because Flux and Tattletale head out of the vault and start 
yelling at her and confiscate her phone. Flux yells at her about not 
following instructions and hits her a few times with something (a 
flyswatter?), to no apparent effect. Tattletale then gives the phone 
BACK before they drag her off camera. She reappears at 8:53, still 
under guard. Eyewitnesses say she looked angry but not hurt, so 
hopefully they didn't do anything to her. The villains talk among 
themselves for a while, then send Tattletale off to collect a bunch of 
hostages. She tells them that they're being released, and they need 


to get as far away from the bank as possible before the fight starts 
for their own safety. They're told to move as quickly as they can and 
then stop and lie down when they lose vision so they don't hurt 
themselves. Flux is a ham. Grue repeats the instructions, and 
Regent shoos them out. Stalker dives in to a 1v6 and loses 
(obviously). Panacea runs over to check on her and argues with 
Tattletale for a moment. Half the villains heads out into the darkness. 
Nothing happens for a few minutes. Skitter comes back in first, walks 
through the lobby reminding the hostages to sit still, then disappears 
into the back. A minute later, Flux and Regent come back in and ask 
if the rest of the team is done. Glory Girl opens a hole in the wall 
rather than using the door (or a window, or anything else) and nearly 
kills someone. Flux hits her HARD, but she’s invincible so she’s 
crawling out of the hole a moment later. Flux taunts her, then tricks 
her into flying into the vault and locks her in. The Undersiders leave 
out the back, taking the bugs with them. Panacea starts checking on 
the hostages, and the fight is over. » EvilCarl 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Bagrat have you heard anything about the actual amount stolen? 
Fox news saying it may be as much as one hundred thousand $!!! 


> Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Bagrat thank you for the information. 

> argo279 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| guess they were telling the truth about not wanting to hurt anyone. 
Also LMAO at Flux locking GG IN THE VAULT. 
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> Wolololo 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


So they pulled Panacea aside why? To make sure she couldn't do 
any nefarious healing? 


> /dev/grrl 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

lol at SS randomly feeding. what a pro. 
> Hydra Wrangler 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Wolololo Panacea is capable of putting people to sleep - she often 
does it after healing so patients can rest. Maybe they were worried 
about her putting them to sleep? 


> Pro0tOn (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Jura Hawk @Tarrasque Tough while we're talking about ‘apologist 
drivel’, can we focus on the fact that it was a HERO who almost 
killed someone with falling masonry, and a VILLAIN who saved him? 
For a team that is supposed to be about accountability the fact that 
Glory Girl put innocents at risk like that is appalling! 


> Panacea (Verified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


I've gotten messages from several people reaching out to me after 
@numberoneresponderBB's post. It is true | was in the bank, and 


that is me you see on camera. | would like to reassure everyone that 
| am fine, and thank you for your concern. | will not be answering 
questions at this time. 


> TheGrizzzz 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

| am in favor of villain naptime. 
> Cocadoodle 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| Know you're not going to respond to this Panacea and you might 
not even see it because I'm not going to tag you but | want you to 
know that I'm very glad you're ok! 


> Supersonic Eagle 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


How on earth does Flux's hair not IMMEDIATELY give her identity 
away to everyone she knows? (I'm not jealous... maybe a little 
jealous) 


> Big Dipper (Moderator) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


A reminder that anyone asking questions in response to a post 
that states the cape will not be answering questions will earn an 
immediate 24 hour ban and the deletion of their post. Now that 
I've had to SPECIFICALLY MAKE A POST here, that ban is 
increasing to three days for future offenders. Thank you. 


> Jura Hawk 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@ProOtOn thank for you a perfect example of the sort of apologist 
drivel | was talking about. 


User received an infraction for this post: | let the first one go 
because it wasn't directed at a specific user. That was a 
mistake; this is not acceptable behavior. 
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> Pr0tOn (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Jura Hawk | wasn't trying to minimize the actions of the villains or 
draw false equivalences but | and many others find the actions of 
some heroes to be very disturbing, especially when it comes to their 
disregard for collateral damage. If we don't have a conversation 
about this now, we'll be having it when one of them fucks up badly 
enough that someone ends up dead. 


> Judge (Moderator) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Pr0t0On @Jura Hawk I'm going to have to ask you to take this 
conversation to PMs. 


> Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Sorry to keep this conversation going but channel 4 just posted an 
interview with the guy who almost got crushed to their website here. 
Sounds like he's got a crush regardless! 


> Redscarecrow 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Gaargoth thanks for the link. Kid's damned lucky to be alive. 
> TarrasqueTough (Unverified Cape) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

If he was lucky, the bank wouldn't have been robbed at all. 
Seriously, why is everyone complaining about the heroes when 
noone would have been in danger at all if a bunch of kids didn't 


decide that superpowers meant they could just fucking rob a bank in 
broad daylight? 


> Pro0tOn (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@TarrasqueTough because they WERE able to rob the bank. If the 
heroes had actually done their job, we'd all be talking about how glad 
we are that these people are off the street, and how a few eggs have 
to be broken. Instead, they got NOTHING done while managing to 
add new problems. Of course people are going to be critical. 


> Isotropic (Verified PRT Agent) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

The PRT have released a statement about today's events here. 
> ZeusTheTiny 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


For anyone who doesn't want to bother reading @Isotropic's link the 
TL:DR is 


-Wards did their best, come on, guys. 


-Shadow Stalker is still hurt, have some pity. 
-Really, please, stop blaming us! 

> soulsurvivor 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


WTF does ‘critical but stable" mean?? Why won't @Panacea heal 
her? 


User received an infraction for this post: don't tag capes unless 
they're willingly engaging with you. 


> Redscarecrow 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@soulsurvivor could be a lot of things: bad power interaction, dealing 
with civilian injuries first. Maybe she IS healing her, and it's going to 
take a while? 
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> soulsurvivor 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Redscarecrow you think it could be that bad? :X 

> Jester 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@soulsurvivor we won't know until they tell us. 


For something completely different: | know I'm going to hell for 
laughing at this but Kid Win just looks so defeated all wrapped up in 
that lamp post like that. How did they get him out? 

> numberoneresponderBB (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Jester like this. 

> Jester 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Oh my god. 

> Cocadoodle 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@numberoneresponderBB link won't load, what is it? 

> Jester 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Cocadoodle they removed the entire lamp post with Kid Win still 
stuck in it. 


> numberoneresponderBB (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


They're hauling the entire thing off now. Got a flatbed truck and tied 
him down. 


> Jester 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


I'm dying. EDIT OH MY GOD ROFL 
> Kid Win (Verified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


This is what it looks like from my perspective. Yes | can post to PHO 
hands-free. 
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¢ Topic: Kid Win Photoshop Fun 

In: Boards » Heroes » North America >» New England 
Kid Win (Original Poster) (Verified Cape) 

Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Having finally gotten the use of my hands back, | have just submitted 
a new proposal for some Kid Win themed merchandise for my fans: 
the Kid Win Crazy Straw! 


What else can we do with this? 

(Showing page 1 of 2) 

> Gaargoth (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Haha! Glad to see you've got a good sense of humor about all this! 
> Snifit 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Is this a photoshop thread? Because I'm looking forward to the Kid 
Win clothespin. 


> omniparade 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Keep your chips fresh with a Kid Win clip 
> noveler 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

What about a Kid Win grip trainer? 

> Jester 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| love all of these. Can someone do a Kid Win measuring scale, like 
one of these? 


> Kid Win (Original Poster) (Verified Cape) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Snifit @noveler @omniparade nice! Keep 'em coming! 
> Snifit 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Jester Like this? 

> Jester 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Brilliant 

> Snifit 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


I'm ona roll. 

Kid Win in a fingertrap 

Kid Win in a flute 

Kid Win in a sushi roll 
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> Kid Win (Original Poster) (Verified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Snifit | am never going to look at japanese food the same way 
again. 


> Uber (Verified Cape) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Kid Win in a Super Mario World pipe! 

| bet | could make an entire Kid Win themed romhack in a few days. 
> Kid Win (Original Poster) (Verified Cape) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Please don't. 
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¢ Topic: Undersiders 

In: Boards p> Villains » Teams » North America 


Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 


Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 
New team, new members, new thread! Old thread here. 


The Undersiders have been around for a while, but they've stuck to 
the shadows, as befits the name. The addition of a couple heavy 
hitters sometime in March or April seems to have caused a shift in 
strategy, since they went from heists to full on robbery. Here's what 
we know about the team: 


Old Members: 


Grue: Male(?). Black motorcycle leathers and skull helmet. Shaker. 
Darkness generator, apparent leader. The weird dark stuff that 
comes off his body messes with your senses, prevents vision and 
hearing. Said to be "very disorienting." Possible Case 53. Thread 
Tattletale: Female. Purple jumpsuit with black accents, blonde. 
Unknown, maybe Thinker based on the name. Only member to use 
a gun. Did not display obvious powers during the robbery. Thread 
Regent: Male. White and silver old-fashioned noble costume with 
ruffles and stuff. Master. Able to cause muscle spasms at range. Has 
a taser in his weird stick thing. Thread Hellhound: Female. Plastic 
dog mask and shabby clothes. Master. Mutates dogs into giant 
monsters, which she can control. Her identity is public knowledge. 
Only Undersider with a known body count. Thread Thread 2 Thread 
3 New Members: 


Skitter: Female. Black jumpsuit with insect-themed detailing and 
yellow lenses over her eyes. Master. Controls all the bugs, and can 
apparently sense things with them too. Creepy as hell. Thread Flux: 
Female. Black and blue jumpsuit and jacket. Ski goggles and spiked 
white/blue hair. Brute/Striker, capable of doing weird stuff to people 
and stuff she touches. Spokesperson, but not the leader. Hammy. 
Thread (Showing page 1 of 2) 


> TheBigFreeze 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux seems like she'd be cool to have a beer with. Love the hammy 
types. Surprised she'd hang out with someone like Hellhound, to be 
honest. 


> Scorp132 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


God, Skitter's so cool. This picture looks like a damn movie poster. 
‘Shivers: 


> Proton 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@TheBigFreeze there’s no guarantee they’re friends or anything 
outside of work. God knows | have some coworkers | wouldn’t spit 
on if they were on fire. 

> Lil’ Skippy 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

If Grue is a case 53, does that mean the skull is his actual face? 
> argo279 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


They went from 50/50 girls guys to 2/3 girls in one month? That's 
sort of cool. 


> Marxman 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
So, having watched the security video and the stuff shot from outside 


the bank, | have to say this is a weird group. None of them really fit 
together. They have three (THREE!!!) masters who are completely 


different, a shaker who scrambles everyones visibility, a Thinker 
Maybe, and a brute who looks like she wore her hero costume by 
accident. What's the common thread? 

> ZeusTheTiny 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Marxman greed? 

> Hydra Wrangler 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Marxman: there's actually some weird overlap in powers here 
Regent fucks with your muscles. Grue fucks with your senses. 


Grue has clouds of darkness. Skitter has clouds of bugs. 


Skitter commands loads of small things. Hellhound commands a few 
large things. 


Hellhound's dogs are brutes. Flux is a brute. 


Flux can tie things into knots. Regents makes people tie themselves 
into knots. 


Do we actually know what Tattletale does? 
> Renegade_6347 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


The name suggests Thinker, likely post-cog. "I Know what you did" 
sort of thing. Wiki article is blank, so its all spec. 
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> Marxman 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Hydra Wrangler that's a cool pattern. 

@Scorp132 | regret clicking that link. stuff of nightmares right there. 
> Breezee 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


As someone who was actually at the bank, | have NO FUCKING 
IDEA why any of you think these people are cool. Seriously. | 
thought | was going to die. 


> Hydra Wrangler 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Breezee Where you one of the people who were sent out into the 
street, or were you kept inside? 


> Jawa_Lab 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Breezee how did they act as people? the video doesn't have audio 
:( 

> Velociraptor 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Breezee were you hurt at all? 


> LunaR 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Breezee Flux did a better job of rescuing people than the heroes 
did 


> sloth 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@Breezee did you get to see any of the heroes at all? 
> Breezee 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Jeeez, slow down, people. 

@Hydra Wrangler | was in the bank the entire time. 


@Jawa_Lab | don't fucking know, man, | was trying not to have a 
heart attack. 


@Velociraptor Terrified out of my mind for a quarter hour, but not 
harmed. Others needed medical attention but | got lucky. 


@LunakR | don't fucking care if she saved one guy, she's the reason 
we were in danger in the first place. 


@sloth Vista came over and asked me if | was alright, then gave me 
a pat on the shoulder when | said | was still shook up. Only bright 
spot to this clusterfuck. 
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¢ Topic: Flux 


In: Boards > Villains » North America » New England 


hospex (Original Poster) 


Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux: Brute/Striker. Snazzy jacket. Crazy hair. Ham and Cheese 
personality. 


Discuss 
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> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Should probably add "better hero than Glory Girl" to the list, 
@hospex. 


> darkshade111 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


What's with the striker rating, anyway? Brute is self-explanatory but 
all I've heard is that she wrapped Kid Win up with a lamppost, which 
seems pretty brute to me. 


> Gaargoth (Veteran Member) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


RE: Striker rating: reports are that she didn't bend the streetlight 
around KW so much as reshape it. I'm not clear what that means, 
exactly, but it’s not “just” brute force. 


> LunaR 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
| really wish Flux was a hero. I'd feel a lot safer hanging out with her 


than with Glory Girl or Aegis. Swap the black in her costume to white 
and she'd fit right in. 


> Cobrations (Banned) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


No offense OP but that's kinda low effort. How about: "The (Second?) 
newest addition to Brockton Bay's already overcrowded cape scene 
is a stylish anti-villain with wicked hair and a killer right hook. We 
don't know much about Flux, other than that she's strong as hell and 
a bit of aham. Watch her go here and here!" 

> alfabetsoop (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

what the hell does 'reshape' mean in this context? bending changes 
why not just call all brutes strikers at this point? oh, they can change 
things they touch. yeah by punching it. fucking dumb. 

User received an infraction for this post: keep it civil. 

> Snifit 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@LunaR Did a quick mockup using her wiki image, you're right. Total 
hero costume. 


> Supplemancer 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Turns out if you change everything about a costume, you get an 
entirely different costume. 


> LunaR 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Supplemancer chill, dude. 
> TarrasqueTough (Unverified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Sigh. | came here expecting a bunch of villain fanboys and I’m still 
disappointed. 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 
(Showing page 2 of 4) 

> Kurokosi 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
Quick pencil sketch | did. 
> MotherEarth 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Kurokosi have you ever actually seen a woman before because 
damn that is some bad anatomy. 


User received an infraction for this post: criticism is fine, but 
stay respectful. 


> Jura Hawk 


@TarrasqueTough | know what you mean. Enough style will make 
people forgive anything | guess. 


> MP404 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@MotherEarth | mean its a little weird but | don't see the problem? 


EDIT: Oh god cannot unsee. It's like a mobius Strip. 
> MotherEarth 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@MP404 look at her neck, then look at her waist, then try to figure 
out how a human spine would connect the two. 


> Thimbler 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Where is her wiki picture from? It's a lot clearer than the bank video. 
> FlameGiant 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@MotherEarth | grabbed this still from one of the cellphone videos 
posted in the bank robbery thread. Flux is literally folded in half from 
the hit from GG. She looks like a bad computer ragdoll. 

She might actually be able to pull off that pose. 

> XxVoid_CowboyxxX (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@FlameGiant that's pretty hot 


User has received an infraction for this post: inappropriate 
behavior. 


> Supplemancer 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Thimbler it's from this video. EDIT: FlameGiant's image is from this 
video of the same thing. 


> devilman666 (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@xXxVoid_CowbowxxX IKR! Love to get a piece of that. 
User has been banned for this post. 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 

(Showing page 3 of 4) 

> TarrasqueTough 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

@devilman666 [x] brute [x] villain 

Sounds like a good way to commit suicide. 


User received an infraction for this post: don't encourage this 
kind of conversation. 


> Cobrations (Banned) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
@TarrasqueTough but what a way to go! 


User received an infraction for this post: this is not an 
acceptable conversation! 


> LunaR 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Remember the kid Flux saved from the falling debris? Channel 4 did 
an interview with him. He seems pretty smitten. 


> Cobrations (Banned) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


| would be willing to actually be hit by debris if it got Flux that close to 
me. 


User has been banned for this post. 

> ActualAlmanac (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Post deleted: explicit content. 

User has been banned for this post. 

> XxVoid_CowboyxxX (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Do you think Flux is seeing that guy, or is she still single? 
User has been banned for this post. 

> planetbuster 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Why are the hot ones always crazy? 

User received an infraction for this post: inappropriate! 
> maredicolu (Banned) 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Post deleted: explicit content. 

User has been banned for this post. 
> Korukosi 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
@ActualAlmanac nice 


User received an infraction for this post: DO NOT ENCOURAGE 
THIS! 


> ActualAlmanac (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Post deleted: explicit content. 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 

(Showing page 4 of 4) 

> TheGrizzzz 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Get that filth out of here you fucking creeps 
User received an infraction for this post: report and move on. 
> dontphrasemebro (Banned) 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Post deleted: explicit content. 

User has been banned for this post. 


> ActualAlmanac (Banned) 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
Post deleted: explicit content. 
> Big Dipper (Moderator) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Well, this is the fastest I've ever seen a thread go to shit, so 
grats on that, you thirsty fucks. 


EDIT: Thread unlocked. Consider this your last warning: Creeps will 
be hit with 14-day bans instead of infractions from here on. 


> hospex (Original Poster) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
What the fuck did | miss 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 
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Chapter 17: Reaction 


Chapter 17: Reaction 


Taylor and | took a long, looping route back to the loft, partially out of 
paranoia and partially because we just wanted to roam, so by the 
time we arrived the party was in full swing. Even Brian and Rachel 
had made it back before us, which was impressive, since they’d had 
to ride all the way up to the docks to stash the stolen goods before 
making their way back. On the other hand, they’d had the dogs. 


Several boxes of pizza were spread out on the tables behind the 
home theatre couches, along with stacks of napkins and paper 
plates. Alec and Brian were sitting on one of the couches, talking 
animatedly about the fight. Lisa seemed to be nursing a headache 
on the other couch, a laptop open but forgotten on the table in front 
of her. Rachel wasn’t around. “We're home!” | called as we stepped 
into the loft. “What’s the score?” 


“Sixty eight grand, plus whatever we get for the information,” Lisa 
said. Times three, divided by six-the math worked out to be really 
easy. 


“SO we're making about thirty four grand each?” | asked, walking 
over to stand behind Lisa’s couch. That was more than half as much 
as a Straight cash purchase. 


“Minimum.” She grimaced. “Assuming the boss pays up.” Aw, what’s 
wrong, Coil? Things not going to plan? 


“Wait, ‘assuming’?” Taylor asked. “Why are we working for him if we 
can’t trust him to pay?” 


“He'll pay. Sorry, | got off the phone with him less than an hour ago 
and he wasn’t happy.” 


Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Did we steal too much? If we went over 
his budget-” 


“No, that’s not the problem. He’s happy with our work. He just has 
other problems going on.” Lisa glanced up at me when she said this, 
and | nodded. Her eyes widened slightly. | wasn’t sure exactly what | 
had just communicated, but | don’t think it had been anything that 
wasn't in some way true. “You guys should help yourselves to the 
food. Soda’s in the kitchen.” 


“Thanks,” | said, leaving Taylor to the food as | stepped into the 
bathroom and shut the door. | tried to open the door to the 
Warehouse. It didn’t work. | closed the door again, actually used the 
bathroom, and then tried one more time, but it still didn’t work. I’d 
been planning to ask Jenn if she’d brewed any anti-thinker-headache 
potions, but it Seemed there would be no miracle headache cures 
today. 


| tried to ignore the resentment | felt over being rejected by the 
cosmic judge of property. For all that Lisa had told us this was our 
space, the Warehouse didn’t agree. Maybe not having a room was 
the problem... or maybe it wasn’t really any of ours. | couldn’t help 
but look over my shoulder as | exited the bathroom, wondering if Coil 
had cameras set up inside. He seemed the type. Maybe it was a 
good thing | hadn’t been able to open a door. 


| headed back to the fridge, saw that there was no root beer, and 
poured myself a glass of water from the tap instead. On the way 
back, | pulled a massive wedge of pizza slices onto a paper plate, 
then joined Lisa and Taylor on the couch perpendicular to the 
television. “... right into a parked car!” Alec said. “I long for the skill to 
pull something like that off on purpose.” 


“Hey boys, ladies. What did | miss?” | shoved a piece of pizza into 
my mouth. Mmm, salt and grease. 


“Alec was just describing Gallant’s... misfortune,” Taylor said. My 
mouth was full of pizza, so | had to ask for details by raising my 


eyebrows as high as they'd go. 


“Okay, so, there’s a bunch of setup for this.” Alec said eagerly. “I got 
Kid Win to drop one of his pistols early on, since he was holding one 
in each hand. | grabbed it and tried to figure out how to use it, but 
before | could Browbeat crushed it. Nearly got my fingers too. | didn’t 
have my taser out, since | was messing with the pistol, so | faked 
running into Grue’s cloud, then doubled back while he got himself 
turned around. 


“Then | had to deal with Gallant, who kept smacking me with these 
stupid orbs that felt like someone hitting you with blasts of air from a 
leaf-blower. | made him stumble, and he almost caught himself... but 
he stepped on the smashed gun! Slipped on it like a banana peel 
and went ass-over-teakettle right into a parked car. Got his helmet 
stuck in the grill! | was laughing so hard | couldn’t breathe.” | had to 
cover my mouth to make sure | didn’t spit any food out; maybe it was 
the euphoria of our first job, but | could barely stop laughing long 
enough to chew my food. 


“That sounds like something you would do,” Taylor told me. 


| shook my head, finally managing to swallow the mass of pizza I'd 
bitten off. “I’d have used an actual banana peel.” 


“Oh, that reminds me.” Brian said. “Lisa, show Kasey that pic you 
showed us.” Lisa groaned and pulled the laptop towards us. She 
poked at the touchpad to wake the computer up and revealed the 
webpage for one of Brockton Bay’s local newspapers. “WARDS 
ROUTED’, read the headline, over a picture of Kid Win as I'd last 
seen him: standing upright with a lamppost wrapped around him like 
a rubber hose, looking thoroughly dejected. Brian grinned at me from 
the boy’s couch. “That was your doing, right?” 


| snickered. “Yeah. | wanted something humiliating but mostly 
harmless. What do you think?” 


“It was probably damn uncomfortable,” Lisa said, “but you didn’t 
wrap the pole tight enough to hurt him. As for the humiliation, | think 
the headline speaks for itself.” She had her eyes closed, face 
pinched in pain. 


“All’s good, then.” | smiled at the picture, trying to ignore the niggling 
feeling of shame for doing that to the kid. “How did they get him 
out?” 


“| don’t know and | don’t care enough to figure it out.” 
“Are you all right, Lisa?” Taylor asked. 


She shot another veiled look at me before answering. “Yeah, just 
tired. Used my power too much in the bank and now I’m paying the 
price.” 


“What do you mean?” 
“Kasey can explain,” Lisa said. | rolled my eyes. 


“Right, since I’m Miss Exposition around here...” | took another bite 
of pizza, small enough that | could chew it in a reasonable amount of 
time. “Thinkers often suffer headaches when they use their powers 
too much,” | told Taylor. “They’re often called ‘Thinker headaches’- 
imaginative, right? Depending on the degree of overuse, it can be 
anything from a dull pain to a full-blown cluster headache.” 


“What's a cluster headache?” 

“The Alexandria of migraines.” Lisa barked out a short laugh, then 
shot me a withering glare before closing her eyes again. | don’t know 
what she was upset about; | wasn’t making fun of her. 

“And that only happens to Thinkers?” Taylor asked. 

“It's associated with Thinkers to the point that if non-Thinkers start 


getting them, they’re given a Thinker rating for it,” | said. Taylor 
narrowed her eyes at me, probably trying to decide how much | was 


bullshitting. “And since | suspect your next question is going to be 
‘Why?’: no one knows. Maybe it’s like overworking a muscle. Maybe 
the brain is working hard interpreting data from a super-normal 
source, and too much takes a toll. Maybe it’s a balance decision.” | 
don’t think it was ever confirmed to be the last one, but given 
Shards, | wouldn’t be surprised. 


“A what?” 


“A game thing,” Alec said. “Like how...” he stopped, probably to think 
of a game that Taylor would have played. “Like how in Monopoly, the 
more expensive properties also earn more money, to make them 
worth buying.” 


“How does that make any sense?” she asked. 


“Well, if they paid the same as the cheaper squares-” Taylor threw 
her scrunched-up napkin at him. 


“She’s bullshitting you,” Brian said. 


“| was up-front with the whole ‘no one knows’ thing!” | protested. “My 
guesses are as good as anyone's!” 


“| think she actually believes that,” Taylor told Brian. His face split 
into a wide grin at her joke, which had Taylor looking downright 
bashful. 


| took advantage of the lull in the conversation to look over the group 
as | worked my way through my pizza. “Alec, are you okay? You took 
a bad hit at the end there.” 


“She just winded me,” he said. 
“You were flying through the air,” | pointed out dubiously 
“Because she used the opportunity to pick me up like a sack of 


potatoes and throw me across the room,” he groused. “I could have 
been really hurt if you hadn’t caught me.” 


“You're welcome.” 


“Aw, Kasey rescued a damsel,” Brian said, which earned hima 
punch from the damsel in question. | grinned, warmth spreading 
through my chest at the good-natured roughhousing. 


“Were any hostages hurt?” Taylor asked. 


Lisa was still playing dead on the end of the couch, so | pulled the 
laptop over and scanned through the article. “Three people were 
treated for minor bruising and released,” | read out, then winced; 
there was a good chance those had been people I’d been knocked 
into during the fight in the street. “Those might be my fault. Well, 
Glory Girl’s, but I’m sure they won't admit that. Let’s see what the 
cesspool has to say.” | scrolled down to the comments and read out, 
“Clark says, ‘Remind me why we have heroes at all?’ Memsie says 
in response, ‘The villains had two new heavy hitters no one had seen 
before, give them a break.’ Polly responds, ‘The heroes work hard to 
keep us safe, Clark!’ ‘butts’ responds, ‘I feel safer around the 
villains.” 


“PHO is probably better,” Brian said. 
“Lisa, do you mind?” 


“Whatever,” she mumbled, so | clicked on the PHO bookmark on the 
top bar. Lisa didn’t leave herself logged in, which was probably 
smart, all things considered. Personally, | sti// needed a verified cape 
account. 


After about ten minutes of browsing, | sighed and closed the window. 
“This is less fun than | was expecting.” 


“Reading about yourself?” Taylor asked. 


“Yeah. | mean... | don’t know. | like the fact that people are shitting 
on Glory Girl for that stupid column thing, but...” | trailed off. | didn’t 


know what I’d hoped for. Fans? Praise? I’d gotten some of each. | 
also had creeps. That was a thing. 


| scowled at the last page of my thread, scoured by the cleansing fire 
of moderation. It’s not like the internet being a bunch of pervs was a 
shock or anything, but it was still gross. 


| got some hate, too. That hurt more than I'd expected. | really 
should’ve been prepared for that-I’m a villain, people are supposed 
to root against me-but it was what it was. 


“Kasey?” Brian asked. 

| glanced up from the computer. “Yeah?” 
“How did you pull off that trick at the end?” 
“Huh?” 


“You lined Glory Girl up for a perfect hole-in-one through a wall!” He 
grinned as he pantomimed a punch. 


| smiled, pushing the strange niggling feeling away. “It was mostly 
luck. | mean, | had a rough mental image of where the vault door 
was, but | couldn’t believe | actually hit it! Throwing Glory Girl 
through the wall was the easy part! She’s so predictable...” 


=2-X SSK == X=-= 


l’d gotten a text from Diane which simply read “Left something for 
you at your base,” so | swung by my lair after leaving the loft for the 
day. The package contained a homemade DVD with ‘Interlude’ 
written on it in sharpie. | popped it into the DVD player and hit play. 


The video started with the Wards filing out of a PRT transport 
towards the large gray monolith of the PRT building. Aegis led the 
way, followed by the rest of his team in a disorganized clump behind 
him. They were a sorry sight. Gallant was wearing a PRT trooper 
helmet instead of his normal shining silver one. Clockblocker was 


disheveled, sporting a large number of rips in his dirt-stained while 
costume. Vista and Browbeat had escaped visible injury, but they 
were visibly beaten down, and Vista was clearly favoring her right 
shoulder. | noticed Kid Win wasn’t there; he might have still been tied 
up. Shadow Stalker was also absent. 


A heavy-set woman in a navy blue suit with an extremely unflattering 
blonde bob cut was waiting for them inside. Aegis saluted, his arms 
acting distinctly rubbery. “Director,” he greeted her. 


“Aegis,” Director Piggot said.“What happened to your arms?” 


“Flux wrapped me in a car,” he said. “I think | broke them about a 
hundred times pulling myself out.” 


“| see.” They didn’t say anything more until they'd left the lobby and 
entered a large meeting room. Piggot walked stiffly to one side of the 
room, while the Wards formed a group facing her. Aegis was in the 
front, as the leader, with Clockblocker, Gallant, Browbeat, and Vista 
behind him. The director took a moment to give the entire group a 
long, baleful look. 


“This was a disaster,” she said. 
“We lost,” Gallant admitted. 


“Sometimes heroes lose,” Piggot responded. “What makes this a 
disaster is how you lost. You lost to a group of villains who were 
treating you with kid gloves-” 


“Kid gloves?” Clockblocker interrupted. 


“Kid gloves,” she repeated. “Hellhound didn’t deploy any of her dogs. 
Flux went out of her way to avoid injuring anyone even though she 
can punch Glory Girl through solid rock. And despite living in a city 
full of black widows and brown recluse spiders, none of you were 
bitten by anything nastier than a yellow jacket. Kid. Gloves. 


“As | was saying: the bank is wrecked. It’s going to cost more money 
to repair the damage from the fight than the villains managed to 
steal! People nearly died-would have died, if not for the villains 
showing more care for human life than the so-called heroes!” She 
paused, letting her words sink in to the assembled heroes. “Gallant. 
You invited Glory Girl along-” 


“No, ma’am,” Gallant interrupted her. His voice echoed oddly in the 
poorly-fitting PRT helmet. 


“Nilo?” 


“Glory Girl received a message from her sister, who was in the bank. 
She arrived separately and refused to leave; | told her that she would 
be allowed to participate only if she followed the instructions of the 
Wards leader.” He nodded towards Aegis. “She agreed at the time, 
only to engage on her own once the fight started.” 


“You shouldn't have permitted her to participate at all!” 


Aegis cleared his throat. “Respectfully, ma’am: how would we have 
stopped her?” 


“You didn’t need to stop her,” Piggot said. “You just needed to forbid 
her. Then, when she ignored the orders of law enforcement-as we all 
know she would have-we could throw her under the bus without 
dragging you all down with her. Instead, you're al/ going to be 
painted with the same brush. | assume you heard about Mister 
Douglas?” 


The Wards exchanged glances; as the leader, it fell to Aegis to 
respond. “We haven't been allowed to access the internet since the 
operation.” 


“And you obeyed that?” Piggot asked with a raised eyebrow. They 
nodded. “Will wonders never cease, you can follow instructions. Cory 
Douglas is a freshman at the University who was almost crushed by 
the column Glory Girl Knocked over, only to be saved by a villain. 


Obviously, it’s the thing the public cares most about.” She gave the 
entire room another glare. “That is exactly the sort of thing that turns 
a loss into a disaster. Not only did you lose, you looked bad doing it, 
and your performance reflects poorly on the entire PRT and 
Protectorate organizations.” 


“Director-again, respectfully-we were in a very difficult situation,” 
Aegis said. “We were in a hostage situation against a team we had 
very little information on, who turned out to have two unknown 
heavies we had no information on at all-” 


“Then you haven't been reading the reports we’ve been handing 
you,” Piggot said harshly. “When Armsmaster brought Lung in, he 
was suffering from an abnormal number of insect bites, and had 
carved up the street in a manner that suggested a Brute-on-Brute 
fight. We knew these people were in the city.” 


“But we had no way to know they were in the bank,” Aegis protested. 
Clockblocker and Browbeat nodded eagerly behind him. 


“You weren't ready to be surprised,” Piggot said. “That isn’t an 
excuse.” The Wards exchanged glances, but no one argued. “Let’s 
move on to your individual performances.” She looked at Vista, who 
cringed. “Aegis, why was Vista alone, with no support on standby?” 


“Vista suggested that she could tie the entire area around the bank 
into a loop to prevent them from escaping. It was our best counter to 
Grue’s darkness; otherwise, they might have run past us and lost us 
in the city.” 


He glanced at Vista, who picked up the explanation. “Affecting an 
area that large is hard, especially when it’s on both sides of a 
building | wasn’t going to modify-! didn’t want to let them know | had 
the area wrapped up. | needed to circle around the whole bank to 
make sure | had everything right.” 


“And you were alone because?” Piggot demanded. 


“| wasn’t supposed to be alone! Shadow Stalker should have been 
watching my back!” Vista whined. “But she charged into the bank 
instead, so | didn’t have any help when that bitch jumped me! Yell at 
her, not me!” 


“Shadow Stalker has more than paid for her mistake, | assure you. 
However, it was Aegis’ failure that got you hurt, because he assigned 
someone he knew was unreliable to protect you.” Piggot focused her 
glare back on Aegis. “If you ever want to lead a real team, you need 
to learn who you can trust to stay on task, and who you can only 
ever use as a wildcard. If you’d had Browbeat looking after her, or 
done it yourself, she likely wouldn't have been injured.” 


“| wanted to be sure we had the brutes on standby for the dogs-” 
Aegis began 


“Which they did not even need to use,” Piggot reminded him. 
“Speaking of Browbeat,” she said, turning her eyes to the team’s 
other Brute, “what, exactly, did you accomplish today?” 


Browbeat swallowed. “I, um, | was able to disarm Regent when he 
stole one of Kid Win’s pistols?” Gallant shifted slightly beside him. 
“Then | attempted to pursue him into the cloud, and got... turned 
around.” 


“Turned around’ indeed. You contributed nothing to the fight, and 
may have been responsible for stepping on one of the hostages.” 
Piggot left it at that. “Gallant. Your helmet footage is embarrassing.” 
He didn’t argue, so she moved on. “Clockblocker. What happened?” 


“She put ants in my nose!” 

“You are forbidden from mentioning that to the press.” She gave the 
entire group one last glare, then stated, “Dismissed,” and left the 
room. 


The video cut directly to the Wards already filing into the common 
room downstairs. Kid Win was already there, out of his armor and 


wearing only a temporary mask. “-the best start to your new career, 
huh?” Clockblocker asked Browbeat as the group made their way 
over to a bunch of folding chairs leaning against one wall. The two 
took off their masks as they walked, and | instinctively looked away 
before remembering that | already knew the Wards’ identities. 


“| wouldn't mind so much if | knew what happened,” he said. “I went 
after the first person | saw, and then suddenly | couldn't find my way 
back, even though | shouldn’t have been more than a few feet from 

the edge. It was like I’d fallen into an abyss.” 


“That might have been my fault,” Vista said, doffing her visor. “I, uh, | 
was still trying to hold the loop together, even with my shoulder all 
fucked up, but | know | screwed it up. Sorry.” 


“No hard feelings,” Browbeat assured her. “Would’ve been tased 
either way.” He chuckled ruefully. “Should have paid more attention 
to the briefing. | would have stayed clear if I’d known he had a stun- 
gun.” 


“| don’t think that was in the briefing, actually,” Aegis said. “We went 
in without enough people or information, and we paid the price.” He 
tried to pick a chair, knocked it over instead, and grumbled, “Damn it, 
| should have just waited for them to get me free rather than forcing 
it.” Browbeat stepped past him and started moving the chairs into a 
semicircle facing the wall without being asked. 


“You probably wouldn't be saying that if you had Image using you as 
a whipping boy,” Kid Win said. He slouched into one of the chairs 
and pulled off his own mask. “I don’t get it. | Knew something was 
weird when they had me post that pic of myself being loaded onto a 
truck like an i-beam. Usually it’s all, “You must be professional,’ and 
‘You can’t let people catch you goofing off,’ but now that | got 
humiliated in public they want to turn me into a meme. | had to give 
one of the PR people permission to manage my PHO account for the 
next few days before they’d let me head down here, and | regret 
looking at what they’ve been doing with it.” 


“Okay, now | have to see it,” Clockblocker said, but he was 
interrupted by Gallant returning with a pair of whiteboards. He was 
also unmasked, though he was still wearing his armor. 


“Ready, Aegis?” Gallant asked. 


Aegis shook his head. “Arm’s are all messed up. | can’t write. 
Clock?” 


“Don’t Suppose you want to do it?” Clockblocker asked Gallant. 
Gallant shrugged and grabbed a whiteboard marker. 


“You still want to lead, Aegis?” 


“Probably easier if you do it, since you can go at your own speed,” 
Aegis said, sitting down in the center-most chair and struggling to 
take off his own mask; his dexterity was really hampered by not 
having bones in his arms. Clockblocker sat down next to him, with 
Vista on his other side; Kid Win was already seated on one end of 
the line, and Browbeat took the other. 


“Take it away, team leader,” the team leader said with exaggerated 
seriousness. 


Gallant grinned at Aegis. “Right, then. As your /eader, | want to stay 


by saying that no matter what Piggot may say, I’m proud of you guys. 


We were handed an incredibly difficult situation, and we still 
managed a win.” He waited a moment as the Wards processed that. 
“Yes, a win. These ‘Undersiders’ have flown under the radar for a 
while, always slipping away before we can respond. This time, we 
got in their way, and that means we finally have some information on 
the group.” He wrote Grue, Tattletale and Regent on one board, then 


drew lines between the names to form columns. He wrote Hellhound 


on the other, then stopped. “Do we know the other two?” 


“Skitter and Flux,” Kid Win said. “Eyewitnesses overheard some of 
their discussion before the fight kicked off.” 


“The girl who wrapped you up named herself ‘Flex’?” Clockblocker 
asked. “How unimaginative can you get?” 


“Flux, with a ‘u’,” Kid Win said. 
“That’s what | said-” 


“Ahem!” Gallant said. He tapped the whiteboard, where he’d written 
Flux next to Skitter and Hellhound. “So. This is the part where we try 
to learn everything we can, to make sure we can win next time. What 
do we know?” 


“Grue’s power isn’t just darkness,” Browbeat said. “It messes with 
your hearing, pushes against you like you’re underwater. If you’re not 
prepared for it, it can really confuse you.” 


“Good.” Gallant listed ‘blind’ ‘deaf’ ‘resistance’ ‘confusion’ in Grue’s 
column. “What else?” 


“He can manipulate it remotely, or at least get rid of it that way,” 
Aegis said. “He cleared a landing spot for Flux when she grabbed 
me.” 


“That implies that Flux can’t see through it either,” Kid Win added. 


“Excellent points,” Gallant said, and ‘remote clear’ ‘affects allies’ 
joined Grue’s column. “Anything on the others?” 


“According to the hostages, Skitter claimed she could sense things 
through her bugs, at least enough to know if they started trying to 
move,” Vista said. 


“She also has some really fine control over them,” Browbeat added. 

“Apparently she was showing off with some weird bug streams while 
they were emptying the vault, making sure everyone knew just how 

much control she had.” 


“The swarm interferes with my power, since it’s alive,” Vista said. 
“One of the reasons | couldn’t get away when the purple bitch 


jumped me.” 


“Right, good. What else?” Under Skitter, Gallant wrote ‘senses’ ‘fine 
control’ ‘vista manton limit’. When no one responded, he added, “It 
can be about any of them, we’re not doing this in order.” 


“Regent’s muscle spasms hurt,” Kid Win said. Regent’s column 
gained the words ‘muscle spasms’ ‘painful’. 


Gallant paused, then added a question mark after the word ‘painful’. 
“They didn’t hurt me,” he said. “Well, not directly.” 


“Me either,” Browbeat said. 
“You're a brute, though,” Kid Win responded. 
“’m not immune to pain.” 


“Let’s stay on track,” Gallant reminded them. “I think his muscle 
spasms got stronger when he used them on me multiple times.” 
When no one commented, he wrote ‘stronger with use’. “Anything on 
Tattletale? Vista?” 


“She had a foot and forty pounds on me and | still wasn’t that badly 
outmatched,” Vista replied. “Whatever her power is, it isn’t hand-to- 
hand.” Tattletale’s column gained the words ‘normal strength’. 


“It's a long shot,” Browbeat said, “but | bet there are normals crazy 
enough to go caping if they can find a team that would have them.” 


“The long shot is finding a team that would take a normal as a fake 
cape,” Gallant replied. “We didn’t see much of Hellhound either. Kid, 
can you grab the eyewitness reports?” 


“Sure,” Kid Win said. He stood up and walked off camera, returning 
quickly with a laptop. “What do you want me to look for?” 


“Start with Tattletale, since we know the least about her.” Kid Win 
nodded and started clicking through the reports. “Now, what about 


Flux?” 
“She’s strong,” Vista said. Gallant wrote ‘brute’. 


“Strong enough to ‘punch Glory Girl through solid rock’, according to 
the director,” Aegis quoted. Gallant underlined ‘brute’ 


“What else?” 


“She did something weird when she got knocked into the police 
cars,” Aegis said. “She treated one of the vehicles like a 
springboard.” He waved one of his arms wigglingly, prompting looks 
of disquiet from the other kids. Gallant frowned, then wrote ‘weird 
movement’. 


“You think that was the same thing she did to the streetlight?” 
Clockblocker asked. “Made it rubbery, then left it in place?” Gallant 
erased ‘weird movement’ and wrote ‘rubbery striker’. 


“Oh, god damnit!” Kid Win said. “It was a pun!” 

“What?” several of the others asked. 

“When she wrapped me up in the streetlight, she said ‘no hard 
feelings’. She’d done something weird to me when | fell off my 
board,” Kid Win said. “Il was high enough and fast enough that | 
should have hurt myself, but she grabbed me and did... something. 
When we hit the ground, my... my propio-whatsit...” 
“Proprioception?” Gallant suggested. 

“Yeah, that got all messed up when we hit. It felt like | wasn’t in the 
right shape for a moment. Whatever it was, my armor didn’t even get 
scuffed from the fall.” 

“Sounds like she likes you,” Clockblocker teased. 


“Then she put me in a joint lock and threatened to break my arm if | 
kept struggling.” 


“Sometimes girls hit the boys they like.” 


“Clock, this isn’t the time,” Aegis told him. “Save it for after the 
debrief.” 


Gallant hadn’t written anything down for this point yet. “So what 
would you call that?” 


“| dunno.” Kid Win frowned when the rest of the Wards looked at him. 
“What? | was in midair at the time. Didn’t really have a lot of time to 
analyze it.” 


“It could be the same thing she did to the streetlights, just defensive,” 
Aegis said. 


“Striker invulnerability?” Browbeat asked. Vista hummed. Gallant 
wrote it down. 


“Okay, this is good stuff. How do we deal with her?” 


“Clockblocker,” Aegis said immediately. “Striker versus striker, he 
wins every time.” Gallant wrote down ‘Clockblocker wins’ in my 
column, which | had to admit was fair, assuming | was dumb enough 
to let him touch me. 


“Good, good. What interfered with Clockblocker most, today?” 
“The fucking bugs!” Clockblocker yelled. “They were all over me! 
Ripping my costume, crawling through the holes, even in my nose 
and mouth-” he stopped and gave a full-body shudder. 


“| can ask Beacon for advice on designing something to deal with 
that,” Kid Win said. “Some kind of bug repelling field.” 


“| would love you forever.” 
“Then put a ring on it,” he answered, to general laughter. “Skitter had 


a baton, but she didn’t do anything other than menace a couple 
hostages with it.” 


“| think she hit me with it,” Clockblocker complained. “Someone 
smacked me in the knees while | was blind.” 


Gallant wrote ‘baton’ ‘tinkertech solutions?’ in Skitter’s column, then 
doubled back and wrote ‘taser’ in Regent’s. “What other equipment 
have they used?” 


“Who had the pepper spray?” Aegis asked. The other Wards 
shrugged. 


“Tattletale threatened Panacea with a gun,” Vista said. The word 
‘gun’ became the second item in her column. “Flux hit her with a 
flyswatter, too.” 


“Why?” Clockblocker asked. No one offered an answer. Gallant 
wrote ‘flyswatter?’ in my column. 


“Speaking of Flux: you hit her, right, Aegis?” Kid Win asked. “Before 
she tied me up?” 


“Yeah, why?” 
“Normal hard, or ‘trying to subdue a brute’ hard?” 


“| just saw her throw Glory Girl like a frisbee,” Aegis said. “I didn’t pull 
my punch.” 


“She didn’t seem injured at all when she was manhandling me, so 
she took a full-strength hit without a scratch.” 


“Or she’s good at hiding injuries,” Browbeat offered. 

Gallant underlined ‘brute’ again. 

“Let’s see... oh, | think Regent needs to be able to see you. He didn't 
start messing with me until he emerged from the cloud,” Kid Win 


said, and ‘line of sight’ went under his column. 


“You find anything in the reports, Kid?” Gallant asked. 


“On Tattletale? Not much. She was pretty brief in her conversations 
with the hostages, and we can’t really trust eyewitnesses for details.” 


“Her name definitely sounds like a Thinker name,” Vista said. 


“Do we know how they got the vault open?” Gallant asked. When no 
one replied, he wrote ‘cracked vault?’ under Tattletale’s column. 
“Anything else in there, Kid?” 


Kid kept poking at the touchpad. “Hellhound was whistling and 
pointing to direct the dogs. Trained, rather than controlled?” Gallant 
wrote ‘trained dogs’ ‘whistles/points’ under Bitch’s column. “Skitter’s 
the opposite; no outward signs she was doing anything at all.” 
Gallant added the words ‘direct/mind’ to her column, with an arrow 
towards ‘fine control’. “If we assume those dogs have the same 
density as normal dogs, each of Hellhound’s dogs would weigh 
about four thousand pounds. That’s as much as a car.” ‘Dogs = car 
sized’ went onto the board. “Oh, people agree that Skitter was the 
one with the pepper spray.” 


Gallant wrote ‘pepper spray’ next to ‘baton’. “She took Stalker down 
hard,” he said. 


“No shit,” Clockblocker said. He looked over at Vista. 


“What?” she asked. “Stalker’s a bitch, but I’m not gonna celebrate 
some freak kicking her ass hard enough to land her in the hospital. 
She's still one of us.” 


“Very forgiving of you,” he said. 


Vista sighed. “The director had a point. Stalker got herself hurt a lot 
worse than | was.” 


“Do we know how bad?” Gallant asked. 


Aegis shook his head. “Just that she needed urgent care and is still 
in the hospital.” 


“That’s pretty bad.” 


What was it Panacea had said? ‘She’s not getting up anytime soon’? 
How badly had the pepper spray messed her up? 


“Do you think bug spray would work to counter Skitter?” Browbeat 
asked. 


Gallant started to write ‘pesticide’, but Aegis shook his head. “Not in 
a hostage situation,” he said. “Not unless we have some sort of 
Tinkertech spray that doesn’t harm people.” 


“What about fire?” Clockblocker asked. 

“How Is that any better?” 

| got up and made myself a bowl of popcorn, and by the time | got 
back they’d moved on to the backs of the whiteboards. “Oh, wait!” 
Vista yelled suddenly. “I know what | was thinking of!” 


“What?” Gallant asked. 


“Flux’s Striker invulnerability. Wasn’t the Siberian also a Brute/Striker 
with the ability to make others invulnerable?” 


The Wards exchanged glances. “Now I’m not an expert in class S 
threats,” Clockblocker said, “but | am fairly certain that there are zero 
circumstances in which the Siberian quits the Nine to become a 
hammy villain in Brockton fucking Bay, of all places!” 


“Cool it, Clock!” Gallant snapped. 
“Sorry, but-” 


“Don’t apologize to me,” he said, thrusting his chin towards Vista, 
who was pouting fiercely. 


Clockblocker took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Vista,” he said. She 
gave him the cold shoulder with a huff. 


“What's with the attitude, man?” Kid Win asked. 


“| dunno, maybe | got spooked by someone suggesting we just 
fought the Siberian?” 


“That's not what she said,” Gallant and Kid Win said together. 


“| know, | Know, no need to jump down my throat!” Clockblocker 
threw his hands up. “I’m sorry, okay?” 


“Is it really that crazy?” Aegis asked the silence that followed. “1 
mean, if she’s a total psychopath, it’s not like she would have had 
any attachment to the Nine as people. Maybe she just tossed the 
identity aside and picked a completely different one.” | munched on 
my popcorn as the conversation grew steadily more divorced from 
reality. 


“| don’t think psychopaths work like that,” Gallant said. 


Vista ignored his objection. “You think she just chose a completely 
new personality and hopped in with the first team she found?” 


“Did you get a look at her?” Kid Win asked Gallant. He shook his 
head. 


Aegis was still talking to Vista. “It’s unlikely, but | don’t think it’s 
impossible.” 


“Flux is a bit under six feet, right?” Kid Win asked. He tapped away 
at the laptop for a few moments. “Siberian was between five eight 
and five ten. That’s dead on.” 

“Flux’s costume has heels, though,” Aegis pointed out. 


“Almost dead on.” 


“Why were you looking at Flux’s shoes?” Vista asked Aegis. 


“She buried me up to my neck in the street. What else was | going to 
look at?” 


“You're giving me nightmares, dude,” Clockblocker complained to Kid 
Win. 


“Relax,” Gallant told him. “GUARD claimed the bounty on the 
Siberian. Flux isn’t her.” 


“The director said Flux was probably the one who beat Lung,” Kid 
Win reminded them. 


“The flesh tone around her mouth could just be makeup,” Vista 
added, relishing Clockblocker’s discomfort. 


“Decouple Theory,” Browbeat said. The other Wards stopped arguing 
and turned to him in surprise. 


“What-now theory?” Kid Win asked. 


“There were a bunch of cases of parahumans triggering with a power 
that was unusually similar to another parahuman who had recently 
died,” Browbeat explained. “For a while, it was held up as the big 
exception to the ‘all powers are unique’ rule.” 


Clockblocker asked, “And it’s called ‘Decouple Theory’ because...?” 


“Well, the theory was that powers existed independent of the 
parahuman, and that when the owner died, the power just sorta 
‘came loose’ and sat around waiting to be picked up.” Browbeat 
shrugged. “It’s been widely discredited, mostly because there are a 
lot of Capes running around now with powers that would have been 
considered evidence of the theory if they weren't concurrent, but it’s 
an interesting thought.” 


Kid Win had been tapping away at the laptop again. “If we do 
assume a ‘Decouple’, that would mean Flux triggered sometime in 
February, right? The Slaughterdome was on the twelfth.” 


“Thirteenth to the sixteenth-twenty four to ninety six hours.” 
Browbeat held up a hand to forestall interruption. “That’s not a hard 
limit-and, again, discredited-but all the best studied cases were in 
that timeframe.” 


“Valentine’s day heartbreak?” Clockblocker quipped. 


“Use your goddamn head, Clock,” Vista snapped. “There are a lot 
worse things that can happen to a girl on Valentine’s day thana 
breakup.” Clockblocker gulped and wisely kept his mouth shut. 


“You think that makes sense, with her observed powers?” Kid Win 
asked her. 


“Sorry guys, but I’m gonna have to ask you to save this for later,” 
Gallant said. “It’s gossip and speculation, and we still need to finish 
this up.” 


“We’re not done yet?” Clockblocker asked. “How much of those 
boards do we need to fill?” 


“This isn’t a school essay, man,” Kid Win said. “It’s not about ‘filling 
space’, it’s-” he was cut off by a loud, grating noise issuing from the 
front door. The Wards scrambled around putting on temporary 
domino masks, all arguments forgotten. Aegis tried and failed to affix 
his three times before Gallant grabbed it and fixed it in place a few 
seconds before the doors opened. 


Armsmaster was the first one into the room. His blue and silver 
armor was polished to a mirror finish, halberd folded and clipped into 
place on his back. Next to him was Miss Militia, dressed in camo 
fatigues that were far more flattering than actual military wear, 
accentuated with American-Flag-patterened scarf and sash around 
her face and waist, respectively. She also had a rocket launcher 
draped across both shoulders. 


“Hello sir, ma’am,” Aegis said, giving another of his noodle-arm 
salutes. “How’s Stalker?” 


“Aegis,” Armsmaster said with a nod. “She’s... stable.” Gallant and 
Browbeat exchanged a look at the pause in his words. “How are your 
arms?” 


“Mostly useless, I’m afraid,” Aegis admitted. “They'll heal, though.” 


“Indeed they will,” he stated. “We brought a guest.” The two adult 
heroes moved aside to reveal Panacea, clad in her white and red 
healer’s robes. An ID card displaying her picture next to the word 
GUEST in large blue letters hung from a lanyard around her neck. 


“| wanted to thank you for coming to my rescue,” she said, forcing a 
smile. “I know you had a hard time out there.” 


“You and Victoria are okay?” Gallant asked. 


“Yeah. Vicky’s pride was hurt worse than anything else, and they 
didn’t hurt me. | think they were actually afraid of hurting me.” 
Panacea’s smile slipped. “Even the villains treat me like I’m made of 
glass,” she mumbled, too quietly for anyone in the room to hear, 
before forcing the smile back on her face. “Aegis, may | fix your 
arms?” 


“Vista first,” Aegis said. Vista opened her mouth to protest, but he 
insisted, “You’re not used to hand to hand fighting, and the 
paramedics were overworked. | want to make sure nothing was 
missed.” 


“Fine,” Vista said grudgingly, before turning to Panacea with a smile. 
“You can heal me any time, Panacea.” Panacea took Vista’s hand, 
and the younger girl immediately relaxed as the lingering pain in her 
shoulder disappeared. She moved to Aegis next, and his arms 
twitched freakishly as the bone fragments lined back up and fused 
together. 


“Was anyone bitten?” she asked. Just about everyone raised their 
hands, and she did them one after the other in quick succession. 


Armsmaster had moved over to inspect the whiteboards, flipping 
them back and forth between their front and back. “These are good 
points,” he told the group. “I think you may be relying on 
Clockblocker too much, however. You’ve got him marked down as 
the answer for three different villains.” 


Gallant defended his work. “Possible answer. His power is good 
against targets without clear weaknesses.” 


Armsmaster hummed in agreement. “That's fair. This is a problem, 
though.” He tapped the Tattletale column, which didn’t reach even 

halfway down one side of the board. “Panacea, you interacted with 
her, didn’t you?” 


“Not really? | mean, she waved a gun at me and took my phone- 
which she never gave back, by the way-but mostly she sat ata 
computer and glared at me whenever | thought about trying to 
escape.” 


“Thought about?” Miss Militia repeated ominously. 


“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Armsmaster said. “There are 
numerous other explanations: pre-cog, for just one example.” 


“Intent-based precog?” Aegis suggested. 

“It fits the name,” Browbeat agreed. Aegis grabbed a marker and 
jotted down ‘precog?’ ‘intent-based?’ in the empty space. Even with 
working arms, his handwriting sucked. 


“Did you interact with any of the others?” Armsmaster asked 
Panacea. 


“Flux was weird. She kept trying to be all friendly with me, like she 
thought she could make me like her even though she was robbing a 
bank.” 


“Definitely not the Siberian,” Gallant said. 


Miss Militia raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?” 


Aegis explained, “Vista pointed out that Flux’s ability to apply 
invulnerability as a Striker effect was similar to the Siberian’s power, 
since she was also a Brute/Striker who could protect other people 
with her invulnerability.” 


“Clock overreacted,” Kid Win added, "so we started giving him shit 
about it.” 


Aegis nodded. “Browbeat mentioned the Detachment Theory-” 


“Decouple Theory,” Armsmaster corrected him. “And that theory has 
been widely discredited, to the point that it’s unlikely to offer any 
useful information.” 


“It would put her likely trigger event on Valentines Day,” Aegis 
pointed out. 


Miss Militia and Armsmaster exchanged a long glance that contained 
an entire conversation. “I can spend some time digging through the 
police reports for February,” she said. “It’s a long shot, but we might 
get a hit.” 


“We can't use her civilian identity against her,” Browbeat said. 
“Right? We wouldn’t do that.” 


Armsmaster looked to Miss Militia to field the question. “Of course 
we wouldn't arrest her in her civilian identity,” she explained, “but 

there are other options. If we can offer her help in seeking justice 

against her... attacker, we might be able to flip her. She’s already 
shown heroic tendencies.” 


“She robbed a bank,” Panacea said. “You'd just, what, ignore that? 
‘Let bygones be bygones’?” 


“If it gets a villain off the street and a new hero on the beat, then 
yes,” Miss Militia said. “The Protectorate has forgiven worse. In the 


long term, turning villains into heroes is the best possible result of 
any confrontation, because it’s a self-perpetuating process.” 


“You heroism sound like a virus,” Panacea muttered. In her normal 
voice, she asked, “What about Stalker?” 


Miss Militia frowned. “Stalker’s injury is... tragic, of course, but...” 
she trailed off, thinking. “We would ensure justice is done,” she 
finished, with forced confidence. 


“And what do you do the next time they decide they don’t want to 
play by the rules?” 


“You're not in a position to criticize, here,” Armsmaster said sharply. 
Miss Militia jabbed him in the side with her elbow. “No, Militia, this 
needs to be said. Glory Girl nearly killed a hostage today because 
she was unwilling or unable to follow instructions.” 


“| could have-” 


“Healed him?” Armsmaster interrupted. “Possibly. /f you’d gotten to 
him in time, /f he hadn’t been hit in the head. Being able to undo your 
sister’s mistake does not give her a free pass to make those 
mistakes, not when they could get people killed. What if it had been 
you who'd been under that rock?” 


Panacea cringed under the onslaught. “She wouldn't hurt me,” she 
said weakly. 


“Armsmaster, this is not the time,” Miss Militia said. “Save it for the 
meeting with Brandish. Panacea, this has been a very stressful day, 
and the media circus hasn’t been helping.” She jabbed Armsmaster 
with her elbow again. 


“I’m sorry,” he said. “This entire situation has been incredibly 
stressful. That is not an excuse; just context for my poor behavior. | 
hope you can forgive my outburst.” 


“S'fine,” Panacea mumbled. “Can | go now?” 
“Yes,” Miss Militia said. “Thank you for you time, Panacea.” 


“Actually, can | talk to you for a moment?” Gallant asked. When 
everyone turned to look at him, he coughed and mumbled, “I just 
have a question, that’s all.” 


“Whatever.” He nodded and lead her over to his alcove in the private 
section of the base. Gallant sat down on a chair, while she took a 
seat on the bed, lowering her hood with a scowl. “What’s this about?” 
she asked. 


“Armsmaster mentioned undoing mistakes,” he said simply. 
Panacea swallowed. “And?” 


“And your emotions-then and now-make me thing you've actually 
been undoing her mistakes.” When she didn’t respond, he took off 
his own mask and rubbed a hand over his brow. “How many times?” 
he asked. Panacea didn’t answer. “Once? Twice? Five times? 
More?” 


“... more,” she admitted. 


“Christ!” he yelled. She quailed, and he held up his hands in front of 
himself. “Sorry. I’m not angry at you, Amy. I’m sorry, | shouldn’t have 
shouted. It’s just... god damn it, she should know better than this!” 
He stood up and started pacing back and forth. “Damn, damn, damn. 
Has this come up before? Was she ever-stupid question, every hero 
is accused of unnecessary force by one asshole or another. God, | 
bet your mom is having a complete fit.” 


“Home has been... tense.” 


“| bet. Does your mom know about this? That you’ve helped...” he 
stumbled over the words, “... cover up her ‘mistakes’?” 


“No.” 


“You need to tell her.” When she shook her head, he insisted, 
“Someone needs to tell her. It doesn’t have to be you; if you give me 
permission, | can call her instead.” 


“No!” Panacea blurted out. “Please, don’t. Don’t you dare! She'll... 
she'll hate me.” 


“Amy, she needs to know. Not because it’s ‘right’ or ‘the truth’, but 
because she needs to be prepared to deal with this when it comes 
out. Because it will come out. If public opinion is against Vicky, 
anyone she’s ever ‘mistake-d’ is going to have a platform on every 
paper and news channel in the city to start making accusations.” 


“| can't tell her,” Amy said. “I... | Know it was wrong, but it’s so hard 
to say no to Vicky. She needed my help. What would have happened 
if | said no? She could have gone to jail.” 


“| know you were just trying to help. But by helping, you let her keep 
doing more damage.” He stopped pacing in front of Amy, crouching 
down to put himself on her eye level. “Whatever you’re afraid your 
mom’s reaction is going to be, it’s going to be far worse if she’s 
surprised.” 


She shook her head. “I can’t. She’ll blame me.” 


“Shouldn’t she? You’re both responsible for what you’ve been doing.” 
Amy recoiled, and | made a note to punch ‘Gallant’ a little harder 
than normal next time we met. “You can tell her yourself, or let me do 
it, but you can’t hide this forever. Not after today.” 


“Fine!” she growled. “Call her. If you can’t stay out of my life, you 
might as well start speaking for me, too!” She yanked her hood back 
over her face and stormed back out into the common area, brushing 
past the Wards and heading for the elevators without a backwards 
glance. Gallant watched her go with a pained expression on his face, 
then pulled a phone out of a drawer and started to dial. The camera 
cut away to an exterior shot of a random suburban home before he 
finished punching in the number. 


Huh. 


For a moment, | thought this might have been a mistake-a video left 
on the disk that hadn’t been overwritten, or something-but then one 
of the second floor windows opened up and a child climbed out and 
dropped into the bushes below. The camera followed her as she 
fought free of the bushes and ran down the street, before cutting into 
a neighbor’s yard seconds before two black vans screeched to a half 
in the middle of the road and disgorged a dozen heavily-armed 
military-looking men. This would be Coil making a play for Dinah, 
then. 


A picture-in-picture in the bottom right of the screen tracked the 
Undersider’s progress through the bank along with an old faux-digital 
watch face, since the camera cut ahead several times rather than 
capturing the full ten-and-a-bit minutes of flight. Dinah managed time 
and time again to slip through the tightening net with only a second 
to spare, but eventually her luck ran out. The fight at the bank was in 
full swing when she didn’t quite get through the tightening net in time 
and was literally stuffed into a sack. She was either too tired to 
resist, or had her predictions telling her it would be alright, since she 
was just dead weight as the men dragged her down the block and 
threw her into the back of one of the vans. 


| took a deep breath, frowning at the screen. Lisa had said Coil was 
having problems, so I'd assumed we’d gotten Dinah away, but this 
didn’t look promising. Surely Diane wouldn’t have just recorded the 
whole thing if they’d actually managed to kidnap her, right? Had we 
swapped her out for a decoy? Damn it, | should have actually helped 
make the plan rather than just asking for help and running off. 


The other van sped off in the opposite direction, out of town, while 
the van with Dinah turned back towards the city center. The mercs 
stopped to change vehicles twice, once into an unmarked white van, 
then again less than a mile later into a work van with a paint job 
advertising a roofing repair company. The camera cut again toa 
wide-angle news-helicopter-style view as the picture-in-picture- 
currently showing a tide of darkness sweeping across town- 


expanded to fill the other half of the screen. | realized what was 
about to happen only a few seconds before the two pictures merged 
and Coil’s mercs screeched to a halt, completely blind. 


The driver spent a few seconds cursing violently before managing to 
find the light switch on the van’s ceiling; the cabin had been sealed, 
so he could still see once he had a source of light. He grabbed his 
radio and called in, “Boss, we ran into the fuckin’ Undersiders. We’re 
fuckin’ blind ‘till this shit fades!” 


Too bad for him the darkness blocked radio-or so | thought; the 
response was a few seconds in coming, but it did come. “Get out of 
the van and find a manhole cover-it should be in front of you. Climb 
down, then head eight hundred feet south-east; another van will be 
waiting there.” | suppose it made sense that Coil would find a way to 
overcome Grue’s power, probably with some sort of tinkertech. 
Where did Coil get this stuff, and why was it all so... pedestrian? 


“You got it, boss,” he said, before releasing the radio and yelling, 
“Fuckin’ hell! He wants us to fuckin’ walk through this shit?” He 
punched the dash in frustration. “You, cable yourself up and find that 
fuckin’ manhole!” The passenger flipped him the bird before clipping 
a retractable spool of polymer wire on his rig to the inside of the van 
and hopping out the door. The first merc, who | nicknamed Driver, 
had to lean over and pull the door shut before too much darkness 
managed to creep in. 


The clock in lower corner skipped ahead about ten minutes as the 
camera cut to the interior of the storm drain system. A few wisps of 
darkness drifted down as the mercs descended the latter one by 
one, the first one down swearing profusely as he steadied the bag 
containing their captive on his shoulder with one hand. One by one, 
all seven mercs descended the ladder, each one clicking ona 
flashlight as they reached the bottom. The last one down stopped to 
reset the manhole cover before descending the rest of the way. 


The final merc-I recognized him as Driver by his voice-clicked his 
radio on again. “We're in the drains, boss, heading north now.” The 


response was clipped and distorted. “Didn't hear a fuckin’ thing you 
just said, but roger.” He pulled his hand off the radio and spat. 
“Fuckin’ piece of garbage. ‘Works anywhere’ my ass. Right. It’s 
pretty roomy down here-” as if to contradict himself, he turned his 
flashlight to illuminate a pipe that would only barely fit a crawling 
man. “Aw, fuck this! We’re not carrying the kid a quarter mile through 
that. Unwrap her.” The merc who had been carrying Dinah dumped 
her out of the sack, and Driver loomed over her, shining the flashlight 
directly in her eyes. “Listen, kid. This is how this is gonna work: you 
ever want to see your fuckin’ family again, you’re going to come with 
us and not make a fuckin’ fuss. Understand?” 


Dinah winced at the question, then carefully enunciated, “Ninety nine 
point eight four percent chance you are all dead within the next thirty 
seconds.” 


“The fuck is up with this kid?” one of the mercs in the back asked, 
then died messily as Zero chopped his head apart with a 
zweihander. Barely ten seconds later, she and Dinah were the only 
two living people in the tunnel, both absolutely drenched in blood. 
Well, my ‘help’ sucked. Fucking hell, poor kid’s probably traumatized 
as shit now! 


Zero sauntered up to Dinah and said, “Right, I’m not supposed to 
ask you questions, so I’m gonna say things and you’re gonna agree 
and disagree. You understand how this is going to work.” 

“Agree.” 

“You have questions.” 

“Disagree.” 


“Huh. Alright. You probably don’t want me to touch you.” 


“Disagree.” 


“As you wish, kid.” Zero picked Dinah up and let her wrap her arms 
around her neck, supporting the girl with the hand that wasn't 
wielding the blood-drenched greatsword. She headed off away from 
the island of light cast by the dead men’s flashlights, and a few 
seconds later, the two disappeared into the gloom. 


Chapter 18: Visits 


Chapter 18: Visits 


| shut the TV off and opened a door into the Warehouse to ask Zero 
what the fuck she’d been thinking, only to be immediately waylaid by 
a tweenage missile. 


“THANK YOU!” Dinah yelled as she hugged me around the waist. | 
looked down at her in surprise, then up at Diane and Jenn, who were 
smirking at us from a nearby bench. 


“She determined you'd be coming through here,” Jenn said, by way 
of explanation. 


“Sorry we abducted you,” | told her, then replaced my next question 
with a statement. “You seem to be doing okay.” 


“You can ask how I’m doing!” Dinah yelled, raising her head to beam 
up at me. “It’s fine! My head feels great!” 


“What did you give her?” | asked Diane. 
“| put a weak seal on her power. She has to focus to use it, now.” 


“| can use it as much or as little as | want!” Dinah said. “That’s how | 
figured out how to find you!” 


“That's great,” | told her, ruffling her hair. “How’s she holding up?” 


“She’s doing well,” Diane said. “With her permission, | have partially 
repressed her memories of the abduction. She still remembers 
today, but only the events, stripped of emotional context.” 


“Wow. Remind me to ask you about that later.” | looked back down at 
Dinah, who finally released me and stepped back. “I’m glad you’re 


doing okay. I’m really sorry we abducted you again-” 


“| don’t mind!” she interrupted me. “Il mean, it wasn’t an abduction, 
really. | would have gone anyway, if I’d had time to think about it.” 


“Still,” | insisted. “I could have done more. I’m sorry those people got 
as close as they did-” 


“Thirty four point five one percent chance | would have died within a 
year anyway, even if you stopped them at their source,” Dinah rattled 
off, then paled slightly at her own words. Yikes. “I mean, um, this is 
way better than just trying to protect me and my family. Even if you 
stopped everyone coming for me, | would still be lying awake at 
home, in pain. Point zero zero two seven one eight percent chance | 
would have found a way to control my power this well if you hadn't 
pulled me out of the world.” 


“Out of the world?” | repeated, with a questioning glance at the 
bench. 


“Zero percent chance we're still in Earth Bet, or in a pocket 
dimension within Earth Bet,” she recited. “My power doesn’t do 
zeros, or hundreds, so don’t try to lie! You guys have something 
really weird going on, here.” 


That was quite the understatement. 
“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” | said. 
“Some. | know you’re good guys. You’re keeping me safe.” 


| glanced at Diane, who nodded. “We've made sure Coil will believe 
she died along with the rest of his team, and no one else has any 
reason to suspect she would be in the drains in the first place, but 
we need to keep her hidden to sell that story.” 


So that’s why you let Zero carve a bunch of people into chunky salsa 
right in front of her? | thought irritably. Sure, Diane might have 


undone the damage, but that couldn’t have been- 


«Yes,» Diane’s voice said right into my head. «It may seem callous, 
but the harm was temporary. What makes a memory traumatic is the 
intense psychological response associated with it. Without that, it 
affects her less than something she might have seen on TV-» 


What the fuck. 


“Sorry!” Diane said quickly. “I’m not actively looking through your 
head! That thought was so loud | thought it was intentional; 
something you didn’t want to say out loud.” 


“Rude,” Dinah chastised... her? Me? Hard to tell. 


| sighed. “It’s...” Okay? Forgivable? Good to know | can broadcast? 
“... whatever. Back on topic: what does her family think?” 


“They know she’s missing, obviously, but nothing else. If she’s going 
to be in here long-term, we can figure out a way to let her parents 
know she’s okay without tipping Coil off. Any idea how long she'll be 
staying?” 


| hadn’t really been thinking much about Operation: Murder Coil. It 
wasn’t that he didn’t have it coming, it was that, for the most part, I’d 
been content to let things play out more or less as they had in canon. 
Well, now | had a time limit. “Hopefully not too long,” | hedged. 
“Depends on whether L-Tattletale,” | corrected myself, “is going to 
take over like-” | cut myself off again, before | could mention ‘canon’. 


“Eighteen point two zero percent chance it’s less than one week. 
Sixty four point seven seven percent chance it’s less than a month. 
Ow.” Dinah rubbed her head. 


| frowned, both at the numbers and her straining herself. “Take it 
easy, there.” 


“M’okay,” she said stubbornly. | couldn’t resist ruffling her hair again, 
which earned me an S-class pout and temporary abandonment. 
Dinah ran back to the bench, where she hopped up next to Jenn, 
kicking her feet happily. It was funny: they looked about the same 
age, despite Jenn being chronologically older than a human lifespan- 
probably, I'd never gotten an exact answer about that. “Hey, you 
should join us for dinner!” 


| opened my mouth to decline, but she was just so earnest. “Sure,” | 
said. “Let’s eat.” 


== XS=X==X--- 


It wasn’t quite dinner time yet (according to Dinah), so | had some 
time to kill. Alec had suggested during our celebratory party that | 
have some fun winding people up online. “Plenty of capes troll their 
own threads for shits and giggles,” he’d said. “It's even more fun 
when villains do it, because people always freak out. It’s like they 
think we’re not allowed on the internet.” | probably shouldn't have, 
but since | was feeling pretty good about how things had gone, | 
decided | was feeling mischievous today. 


| changed back into my costume and used a plain concrete wall in 
the Warehouse as a backdrop to snap a few photos on my phone; it 
amused me to imagine thinkers trying to identify the platonic ideal of 
generic backgrounds. Then it was a simple matter of heading over to 
the Warehouse's internet cafe, registering a new PHO account-turns 
out ‘Flux’ had been reserved following my debut-and seeing how 
much consternation my mere presence would cause. 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux_VERIFYME 
You are viewing: 


¢ Threads you have replied to 


¢e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 

¢ Ten posts per page 

¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 

¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 
¢ Private message to @MODERATION: 

Flux_VERIFYME: I’m Flux. 


Flux_VERIFYME: 
www.rapidimg.com/uploads/j4q2yoc2tvt89jam2cpboas3.jpg 


¢ Topic: Flux 

In: Boards > Villains » North America » New England 
hospex (Original Poster) 

Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux: Brute/Striker. Snazzy jacket. Crazy hair. Ham and Cheese 
personality. 


Discuss 

(Showing page 7 of 7) 

> Redscarecrow 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


What exactly is the pattern on Flux's costume, anyway? 


> Supersonic Eagle 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Redscarecrow some sort of line pattern? | don't think its anything 
specific 


> Flux_VERIFYME 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Hey guys! The wiki image is a nice action pic, but it's kinda blurry. 
How about using this selfie | just took, instead? 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 5, 6, 7 


| counted to ten and hit refresh. 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux 

You are viewing: 

¢ Threads you have replied to 

¢e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 

¢ Ten posts per page 

¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 


¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 


Alert: Your username has been changed. If you wish to appeal this 
change, email moderation@parahumans.com. (Dismiss) 


Alert: You have a new tag: (Verified Cape). Tag FAQ. (Dismiss) 


Alert: Your private messages have been set to Whitelist Only. You 
can revert this change in Account Settings. (Dismiss) 


Alert: You have been tagged 11 times since your last visit. View list. 
(Dismiss) 


¢ Private message to @MODERATION: 

Flux: I’m Flux. 

Flux: www.rapidimg.com/uploads/j4q2yoc2tvt89jam2cpboas3.jpg 
Calliope Cat *New Message*: Confirmed. Welcome to the board. 
The conversation has been closed. 

¢ Topic: Flux 

In: Boards > Villains » North America » New England 
hospex (Original Poster) 

Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux: Brute/Striker. Snazzy jacket. Crazy hair. Ham and Cheese 
personality. 


Discuss 
(Showing page 7 of 10) 
> Redscarecrow 


Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


What exactly is the pattern on Flux's costume, anyway? 
> Supersonic Eagle 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


@Redscarecrow some sort of line pattern? | don't think its anything 
specific 


> Flux (Verified Cape) 
Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


Hey guys! The wiki image is a nice action pic, but it's kinda blurry. 
How about using this selfie | just took, instead? 


> LunaR 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
OMG 

> argo279 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
omg flux 

> hospex 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 
First! Edit: FUCKING HOW 
> kurokosi 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 


FLUUUUUUUX <3 <3 <3 <3 


> Supersonic Eagle 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

OMG is that really @Flux 

Edit: Verified AAAAAAAAAAH YEEEEEAH 

> TheGrizzzz 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Yall are gullible as hell 

EDIT: Eating my words! HI FLUX!!! 

> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On Apr 14th 2011: 

Not partying until it's verified. 

EDIT PARTIES ON GUYS 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 

Once it became apparent that | was A) actually Flux (the Verified tag 
helped) and B) sticking around to chat, the questions started. | 
answered a few of the more harmless ones honesitly-as best | could; 
they wanted me to choose one favorite ice cream flavor!-and 
snarked through the rest. It seemed to make a good impression, 


judging by the mood in the thread when | finally signed off and 
headed off to the Palace. 


It was just as well I'd gotten my share of talking done online, 
because Dinah dominated the conversation over dinner. She 
seemed excited by her near brush with slavery; | guess with the 
trauma treated, it was nothing more than a particularly exciting story. 


The degree of satisfaction with which she described the 
mercenaries’ deaths was... slightly concerning, but not unjustified. | 
also heard about her favorite food, dessert, color, school subject, 
book, movie, and sport, although they were listed in such rapid order 
than | didn’t manage to actually learn any of them. She seemed to be 
making up for weeks of headaches with energy not even Jenn could 
match. 


=X S=XS=X--- 


l’d mentioned needing to talk to Erin during dinner, and Diane told 
me she was in tonight, so | went looking for her rather than calling 
her again. After finding the lounge empty, | headed over to the 
games room; she wasn’t there either, but to my surprise, Emily was. 
She sitting at a table in the corner playing cards with James, 
Sonoshee, and a red-headed woman | hadn’t been introduced to yet. 


“Hey,” | said. “What’cha playing?” 

“Bridge,” Emily said. “Oh, have you met Rita?” 

“We haven't met,” Rita said. 

“In that case: Rita, Cass. Cass, Rita.” The name didn’t help me place 
her; only one Rita came to mind, and | didn’t think Skeeter was the 


sort of person Homura would hang out with. 


“Nice to meet you,” she said. “So, you’re paired up with Akemi this 
jump?” 


“Likewise, and, well, not so much ‘paired up with’ as ‘being looked 
after by’.” 


Rita chuckled politely at my joke. “Need to borrow my Bridge partner 
for bit, then?” 


“Nah,” | said. “I’m actually looking for Erin. Have you seen her 
around?” 


“She was in the lounge earlier, but you probably already checked 
there.” 


“Zero was looking for someone to play pool with,” Sonoshee said. 
“She might have gotten roped in to a game.” 


“Thanks.” | said my goodbyes and headed over the arcade, where 
Erin was indeed playing pool with Zero. “Hey, Erin?” 


“Sup?” She looked up at me as she answered, then returned to 
concentrating on her current shot. 


“| was wondering if you’d spoken to Panacea after the bank.” 


“Ah. Yeah, | did.” The ball bounced off the lip of the pocket and 
drifted back into the middle of the table. “Bah!” 


“How’s she doing?” | asked. 


“As well as can be expected. She’s upset about the robbery, 
obviously, and more than a little confused.” 


“Confused?” 


“You really got under her skin. Not in a bad way!” she corrected 
herself. “More in a... not-according-to-expectations way. She’d never 
actually spoken to an avowed villain before, and you were nothing 
like she imagined.” Erin grabbed a cube of chalk and applied it to her 
cue while she spoke. “Tattletale and Grue were more or less how 
she’d though villains would be; you know, serious and menacing. 
Then you walked up and started talking to her like a normal person, 
and she didn’t know what to do.” 


“That’s... good?” 
“Well, it’s not bad, at least.” 


Zero sunk one of her balls, but the cue ball immediately followed. 
She cursed and fished the balls out of the pocket. “No super-pool 


skills, huh?” | asked. 


“Table’s enchanted to get rid of them.” Zero said. “Takes the fun out 
of it.” Erin attempted the same shot she’d missed earlier and missed 
again. “It's mostly something to do while we talk, you know?” 


“Makes sense to me. Back to Panacea, though,” | said, turning back 
to Erin. “What about the whole... sister issue?” 


“’m working on it,” Erin said. “I’m trying to get her to see me asa 
parental stand-in. Hopefully, she’ll be willing to confide in me sooner 
rather than later, and then I'll actually be able to address it directly. 
I’m hoping we won't have to use a sledgehammer instead of a 
scalpel and try to undo the damage manually; it’s hard to get 
permission for that in a world where the only recognized telepath is 
the damn Simurgh.” 


Zero sank a ball, then spun her pool cue around herself in victory. 
“Parental, huh?” she asked. 


“Yeah. Kid’s spent ten years in an emotionally abusive household. 
She needs an out, and I’m trying to be there.” 


“’m glad,” | said. 


“It hasn’t worked yet.” Erin sighed. “I’m trying, | really am, but I’m not 
Sure it’s going to be enough.” 


“I'd help if | could, but | don’t think she’d appreciate it.” 


“Probably not,” she agreed. Zero missed her next shot, so Erin took 
hers again, and accidentally sunk the eight-ball. “Wow.” 


Zero tapped the table, and the balls reset themselves into a triangle. 
“You break.” 


We'd more or less covered the Amy Dallon issue, so | asked, “How’s 
the Protectorate?” 


“It’s going well, mostly. I’m stuck in an office love triangle, which is 
always fun.” Erin shot the cue ball at the wedge, knocking the balls 
every which way. The cue ball was hit by reflected balls twice before 
ending up in a side pocket. “Are you serious?” she mumbled. 


“Love triangle?” 


“Either she’s the naturally jealous type, or my fixation on Colin made 
Dragon develop her crush early.” We watched Zero sink two balls of 
opposite ‘colors’ in the same shot, to her dismay. “It doesn’t help that 
we have almost the same specialty; | got meta-tinker from my 
random roll.” 


“Oh, wow. That’s, uh, awkward?” 


Erin laughed. “Maaajor understatement. And of course Colin has 
absolutely zero clue, to top it off.” She took another shot and missed. 


“Ouch,” | said. “You went to Brockton to meet him specifically, right?” 


“Yeah. | always thought he got dealt a rough hand in canon.” She 
took a moment to watch Zero miss another shot. “I mean, sure, he 
played it well enough, and he caused of a lot of his own problems, 
but that just makes him human. And for all his flaws, it’s not his fault 
the Queen of Escalation happened to trigger in his city.” 


“| suppose not.” I'd never been a fan of Armsmaster, but | could 
understand why she was. “How is he, as a person?” 


“Intense. Focused. Smart. Tactless, sometimes, but sensitive in his 
own way. Good looking-he’s fit under all that armor.” 


Zero nodded approvingly. “Nice.” 
“You're really pursuing him, then?” | asked. 


“Eh. | like him, but I’m not sure I’d Stay for him. If we have a fling that 
sets him up with Dragon, that might be the best case scenario for 
everyone.” Erin stepped up to the table and knocked the cue ball into 


the three, into the fourteen, into the eight, which slid happily into the 
corner pocket. “For fuck’s sake! How do | still suck this much after 
hundreds of years?” 


“Beats me,” Zero said. “Practice?” 
== XS=X=S=X=-- 


It was a quarter past seven by the time | actually got home, and 
there was a message waiting for me on the answering machine. 
“Hey, it’s me,” Sophia rasped. “Would’a called your cell but | don’t 
have my phone. I’m at Brockton General. Can you swing by?” That 
was the entire message. Curious, | hopped into the sedan and 
headed off to Brockton Bay General Hospital. 


| paused on my way to the reception desk when | realized | had no 
idea how to actually get to Sophia. She’d have been admitted under 
her cape identity, and | doubted they’d just let anyone who asked 
see an injured hero. | was saved from my conundrum when a young 
man in plainclothes bearing the tell-tale bulge of a shoulder holster 
approached me and whispered, “Miss Hudson?” as he compared me 
to a photo he was carrying-a copy of my driver’s license photo, 
unless | missed my guess. 


“Yes? | mean, uh, that’s me.” 


“You’re expected. Put this on.” He handed me a disposable mask-a 
white, papery thing with an elastic headband that covered my 
cheeks, eyes, and forehead-then lead me past the desk, up two 
flights of stairs, and down a series of hallways. It was obvious when 
we’d arrived by the way the door had two more plainclothes agents 
standing in the hall, casually not guarding it. He rapped on the door 
twice, then stuck his head through for a moment before telling me, 
“You may enter.” | did. 


The hospital room was pretty nice, as such things went. It was large 
enough to be a serviceable bedroom, and had a door leading off one 
side that was probably a bathroom. The wall opposite the door was 


dominated by a large window, obscured by heavy canvas curtains. 
The right wall had a television and a clock near the ceiling, as well as 
a somewhat childish mural of sea life. The bed was between the 
door and the window, the head against the middle of the left wall; it 
was one of those mechanical folding beds, with a large tray near the 
head bearing a cup and pitcher. The linens were white with an 
anemic floral pattern, and underneath those was Shadow Stalker. 


Sophia was propped up in a sea of pillows, blankets drawn up to her 
waist, another disposable mask over her face. When | entered, she 
was watching a bunch of talking heads rehash today’s events. She 
stiffened when she saw me, then fumbled the remote off her lap and 
turned the television off. “Hudson,” she said in greeting. She 
sounded better than she had on the phone, at least, but there was 
still something off about her voice, and her facial expression was flat 
to the point of being limp. 


“He-err, what should | call you?” 


“Whatever. Room’s soundproofed.” Her P’s sounded more like W's. 
She grabbed her cup with both hands and took a drink from the 
straw. It clattered when she put it back down on the tray. “Surprised 
you’re willing to come see me like this.” 


“Why wouldn't 1?” | asked. There were a couple cheap plastic orange 
chairs in one corner of the room, so | pulled one over besides the 
bed and sat down. 


“Emma didn’t.” She didn’t sound mad, or even sad. She sounded 
resigned. “I’m done.” 


“What!?” | couldn’t believe a single loss could have possibly broken 
her that badly. “You’re going to quit?” 


She had a coughing fit that might have been laughter. “I mean I’m 
done,” she repeated. “You know. Damaged goods. Broken.” 


“Panacea can't help?” 


“| got maced in the brain, Hudson!” she snapped. “Docs can’t fix it. 
Panacea can’t fix it. How am | supposed to fight like this?” She held 
her arms out in front of her, showing me the tremors. Brain damage. 
The flat affect and weird voice were because she was having trouble 
moving her face. “I can’t be a hero like this; | can’t even properly 
wash myself. I’m a fucking invalid!” 


Christ. | felt tears prick at the corner of my eyes, and wiped them 
away quickly; the only thing that would piss Sophia off more than 
crying in front of her would be crying for her. “There... there have got 
to be other options, right?” | knew we had something that would help; 
brain damage was child’s play to some of the medical wonder-fixes 
Max had picked up over the years, surely. “Tinkertech, or physical 
therapy, or something.” 


“Maybe. Don’t care.” Sophia turned her head out the window, away 
from me. “My life’s all fucked up. ‘Sophia’ is sick with the flu, but 
sooner or later I'll have to go back to ordinary life, and I'll still be a 
fucking cripple.” 


“But there are ways to fix it!” 


“|. Don’t. Care.” She nearly spat the words. “Everything’s wrong, 
anyway. | thought | had it all figured out, you Know? Life. Survivors 
and victims. That whole spiel.” She reached out for her cup again 
and dropped it, spilling water on the linoleum floor and splashing my 
shoes. “Fuck.” 


“| got it!” | grabbed the cup, refilled it from the pitcher, and fit the lid 
back on, then held the straw to her lips. “Gotta squeeze it,” she said, 
and | did. “Where was |?” 


“Uh, your ‘whole spiel’.” 


“Right. | thought, you know, as long as | kept fighting, I’d never be 
one of the victims. Never be weak.” She let out a huff. “Look where 
that got me. Hebert’s kicking ass and taking names, and Il’mina 
hospital bed, ready for hospice care.” For a moment, | thought she’d 


managed to connect Taylor to Skitter, until | remembered that Taylor 
had kicked her in the head only yesterday. 


“| thought | was invincible, you know? Untouchable. But | think | get 
it, now, what you and Hebert were on about. Sometimes, fighting just 
gives someone an excuse to ruin you. Water?” | held the cup out 
again and gave her another sip. “It’s ironic, right? | was so used to 
my power keeping me safe, and it’s what ended up destroying me.” 


“You're not destroyed-” 


“lam. I’m through, Hudson, and you’re not going to make me feel 
better by sugarcoating it.” She shook her head jerkily, as if trying to 
shake off her mask. “I’m lucky I’m still alive. If Panacea hadn't 
literally been twenty feet away, | would have died. There’s no way 
the paramedics could have gotten the swelling down.” 


Holy shit. | mean, that’s a bad power interaction through and 
through, but still! Taylor nearly killed someone today, and then kicked 
her while she was down just for the hell of it. My mind flashed, 
unbidden, to the conversation I'd had with Panacea only minutes 
before the fight. Did this world still run on narrative logic? Had | 
fucking foreshadowed this by accident? 


“Don’t fucking look at me like that,” Sophia said. “Please.” | schooled 
my face back to neutral, wondering what I’d looked like. “I wonder 
what they’re going to tell my family. Gonna need a good excuse for 
ending up like this.” 


“They don’t know you're a cape? | thought-” 


“Mom does. Trevor doesn’t. That was our deal, Mom and me. | keep 
it to myself, and she doesn’t ask where | go at night.” Sophia 
paused, leaving a silence disturbed only by the ticking of the clock 
next to the TV. “Well, I’m not going anywhere now,” she said sadly. 
“Maybe a mugging gone wrong? Someone punching me in the 
head?” What-oh, the excuse for her disability. “Hit and run? 
Heatstroke?” 


“In this weather?” | asked. 


“Not heatstroke, then,” she said, poking at her blanket with clumsy 
fingers. | let her think in peace, wondering where her mind was 
going. “Are you religious?” 


“Uh, no, not really.” It was hard to be, when | moved in the same 
circles as the closest thing to capital-g God I’d ever meet-and they 
were an asshole. “Why?” 


“Mom was. Tried to raise me right, but | never listened. Thought all 
that ‘turn the other cheek’ stuff was bullshit, right? That telling people 
all their problems were part of God’s plan was a way to make them 
shut up and stop whining.” She stopped and took a deep breath 
before pressing on, “I think... maybe this is. Part of God’s plan, | 
mean. A chance to stop being such a fucking bitch and fix my life.” 


“That’s the clearest sign of brain damage you’ve shown so far,” | said 
without thinking. | immediately clapped my hands over my mouth in 
shock, but she just started laughing. It looked and sounded damn 
weird, since her breathing wasn’t quite right and her face wasn't 
responding properly, but it was sincere. 


Her last peal of laughter faded into a sigh. “Thanks, Hudson. | 
needed that.” 


“Thank me when | figure out a way to actually help.” 

“Don’t bother.” Sophia sat up, and | helped adjust her pillows. “I’m 
serious. | think | needed this, you know? It’s like... fuck, this is gonna 
sound cocky as hell, but everyone’s the hero of their own story, 
right?” 

“Sure.” 


“Right. Well, sometimes, in movies and shit, the hero only gets better 
because they get worse.” 


| think | understood what she was getting at, but | wanted to hear her 
out, so | said, “That doesn’t make any sense.” 


“| know. Look... Say you have a hero who’s a total badass, like a 
boxer, loose-cannon cop, a cowboy, whatever, but he’s... he’s angry, 
his marriage is a mess, people hate him, all that shit. Then he 
fucking loses a hand or some shit like that and suddenly he stops 
being such a fucking dick, makes up with his wife, gains people’s 
respect, et cetera. Whatever feel-good bullshit the movie decides is 
supposed to make up for losing a fucking arm.” She raised one of 
her arms and tried to form a fist, the fingers not quite curling all the 
way closed. “Sure, his career’s over, but in the end we’re supposed 
to feel like it’s all good. Happy. Like he got something better.” 


| really wanted to see what the Journal had to say about Sophia’s 
current mental state, but | didn’t want to have to explain it to her. “So 
what happens to Shadow Stalker?” 


“She sticks around, | guess. Shows up at press events, scowls at 
babies. The usual. Show everyone that the heroes may lose, but 
they’re never beaten-even if | am. They’re not going to let me fight 
like this, and I'd only hurt myself if | tried. Water.” | held the cup out 
again. “I was never willing to ask for help,” she said once she’d taken 
her drink. “I had to do everything myself, because | wanted to be 
everything Mom wasn’t. Independent. Strong. Unforgiving. All this 
shit, it’s... it fucking sucks. I’m not okay with you fucking baby- 
bottling me, or needing a nurse to feed me. But | guess that’s the 
point, if this is supposed to make me a better person. Somehow.” 


“You know, sometimes, the hero gets better once he’s learned his 
lesson,” | said weakly. 


“And sometimes Frodo has to go West. Yeah, | fucking read, what of 
it?” I'd chuckled at the unexpected reference, and Sophia’s frustrated 
glare only made me laugh harder. “At least you’re still a bitch, 
Hudson.” 


“Sorry!” | tried and failed to stifle my laughter. 


“No you’re not. See? Still fucking laughing at the cripple.” Sophia 
was close to laughing herself, which made not laughing even harder. 


“Should | let her recover her strength in peace, then?” 


“Yes, please.” The good mood broke as Sophia sighed and turned 
away to stare at the wall in front of her. “Fuck, it’s almost eight. You 
didn’t miss dinner to come to my pity party, did you?” 


“You don’t need to worry about me,” | reassured her. “You’re going to 
be okay?” 


“Yeah. Hudson... thanks. For hearing me out.” Sophia struggled for a 
moment before managing something pretty close to a smile. “I really 

needed to get that off my chest, and | don’t Know who else I'd talk to, 
these days.” 


“lll stop by again tomorrow-” 


“Nah, you did enough. I'll be okay. Although if you want to punch 
Skitter in the face for me, that’d be pretty cool.” 


“Uh...” | stuttered, having momentarily forgotten she knew | was a 
cape. She raised an eyebrow, and | stumbled into an explanation. 
“You’re my friend, and I’d do a lot for my friends... but I’m 
arachnophobic.” 


“Seriously?” she asked. | nodded. “Fucking ay, stay the hell away 
from her, then. Now scram.” | said goodbye and headed for the door. 
Some instinct caused me to pause with my hand on the doorknob, 
until she added, “Kasey?” 


“Yes?” | asked, wondering why she’d suddenly gone back to my first 
name. 


“Would you...” she hesitated. “Would you tell Taylor? About... this? 
What we talked about? And that...” her face twisted oddly, not quite 


managing the right expression, whatever the right expression was in 
this instance. “... that | was wrong. About everything.” 


“Sure,” | said, before I’d finished thinking about all the reasons why | 
shouldn't. Well, l’ve given my word, now. “Good-no. See you /ater, 
Stalker.” 


She couldn’t quite grin, but her voice still had that tone. “Later, nerd.” 
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Chapter 19: Stroll 


Chapter 19: Stroll 


We made the paper, all right. Front page, eclipsing the amber alert 
for Dinah that had been moved below the fold. There were four 
separate articles: one covering ‘just the facts’, one focusing on the 
actions (and failings) of the Wards and law enforcement in particular- 
with special care given to Glory Girl’s unforced error-an opinion 
piece pointing fingers at various officials for the debacle, and a short 
fluff piece on the Undersiders themselves that took two thousand 
words to say ‘we don’t know shit’. | got about halfway through the 
first article before the sheer number of inaccuracies made me give 
up and just skim the rest; it was downright shocking how bad the 
eyewitness testimony was. The opinion piece was the most 
interesting of the four, because it focused on the consequences, and 
let me know who people were angry at-besides us, obviously. The 
bank was frantically trying to downplay the severity of the theft; 
they’d listed a loss of only thirty thousand dollars and hadn't 
mentioned the documents at all, although ‘sources’ had leaked that 
the actual number was much higher. 


None of the articles mentioned Shadow Stalker at all. 


School on Friday was a blur. Up to now, | had at least been giving 
classes my full attention-mostly because there was nothing else to 
do, if | was going to attend-but | was too trying to ignore the sick 
feeling churning in my gut. Sophia was absent, obviously, and | didn’t 
see Taylor at lunch either, which made me question why | even 
bothered to attend. 


After school, | stopped by the Warehouse to grab a couple potions 
I'd asked for from Jenn and said hi to Dinah, then headed to the loft, 
cozily bundled up in a jacket better suited for skiing than hanging 
around the city streets. There weren't many bus stops deep in the 


Docks, so getting to the loft was a couple mile’s walk through nearly- 
abandoned streets, past shuttered buildings and other evidence of 
general destitution. The sidewalks were cracked, weeds shooting up 
wherever they could find purchase, and the roads hadn’t been 
repaved since the Graveyard sunk. Shops and apartments alike had 
bars over the windows, even up to the fourth story; | blamed the 
existence of capes for that. What few people were out during the day 
in a place like this were only here because they had nowhere else to 
be; homeless people squatting in alleys, and elderly folks sitting on 
the stoop, watching the former with suspicion. As | walked, people 
grew less and less frequent, until | could go a block or two without 
seeing anyone at all. 

| tried not to dwell on the general state of the docks; it was just too 
depressing. What | was actually thinking about was what | was going 
to do when | got to the loft. Since Taylor hadn’t been in school, she 
was probably there, which meant | needed to figure out how to talk to 
her about Sophia. And how to get her out of the loft for that 


conversation, since | suspected Coil had eyes and ears inside. And 
speaking of secure... | pulled out my phone and dialed. 


The greeting | got was short and businesslike. “Emily.” 
“Hi Emily, it’s Kasey.” 

“What can | do for you?” 

“Two things. First, about tonight-” 

“Bakuda’s dead,” she said. 

“So.” 

“You'll be fine. I'll be on overwatch.” 


“Right. Second, uh...” | didn’t want to talk about Coil while walking 
down the street. “We need to talk to in person, lat-” Someone 


grabbed my arm, and | pulled out of their grip, falling into a stance 
before | recognized Homura. “Woah. That was... not what | meant.” 


“Sorry,” she said. 


“No, it’s fine, you just startled me.” | glanced around to see if anyone 
was paying attention to us, and stared. The entire world had been 
desaturated; the sounds of the city had vanished, and the resulting 
silence seemed swallow to any sound we made, leaving everything 
blank and still. | looked back at Homura and noticed she had her 
shield on her arm, whirring so softly | could barely hear it over my 
own heartbeat. “Woah. This is time-stop, huh?” 


“Yes. | figured if you wanted to talk securely, this would be best.” 


“No kidding.” | took another look around, fascinated. “You don’t have 
to be touching me to keep me stopped?” 


“Not if you’re within about five meters,” she said. 


“Handy.” That wasn’t how her power had worked in the show. Was it 
a slightly different ability, or a perk she’d-focus, Kasey. “Uh, | was 
thinking about Coil. | Know that you can kill him without issue,” | 
waved an arm at the gray-scaled cityscape, “but I’m worried that if 
we get unlucky, I'll only end up giving the signal in one timeline, and 
that would give the game away.” 


“That's easily solved. Add a delay longer than his typical split. 
Twenty-four hours should be more than enough.” 


“| guess that would work.” | stuck my hands in the pockets of my 
jacket and kicked a rock down the road, watching as it snapped toa 
halt in midair a few feet away. “Coil is such a pain in the ass to plan 
around because | can’t be sure what he’s doing in his throwaway 
timelines. If he decides to spend an afternoon trying to kill me just to 
take my measure, what kinds of things would he learn about me? 
Even if you kill him with no warning the moment he tries, that gives 


up information that we have some kind of counter to his power, and 
that’s going to make him a lot more cautious.” 


“There’s no reason to wait,” Homura said. “You don’t need his 
resources.” 


“I... [guess | don’t, do I? | just-gah, | don’t know. It feels cheap. 
Like... like I’m taking something away from her, if | just up and 
murder him without her.” 


“Do you think she’d mind?” she asked. 


| had to stop and think about that. If | walked up and outright asked, 
“Hey Lisa, want me to kill Coil today?” the only hesitation would be in 
figuring out if | could actually follow through. But what would Lisa do, 
without Coil? Had the Undersiders been together long enough that 
they would stay together without Coil’s machinations, or had they not 
been forged into an enduring team yet? | had a sinking suspicion 
that, even if they’d been together for a year or more by this point, it 
was the crises-Leviathan and the Nine-that really brought them 
together. Taylor was doing better than | think she ever had in canon, 
at least as far as the Journal seemed to measure things, so it wasn’t 
like Lisa had a ‘project’ teammate. Coil dies, and she’s in the wind. 


She deserved to have that choice, even if | didn’t like the outcome. 


Homura had been patiently waiting for me to finish stewing in my 
own thoughts, standing there without fidgeting-or even blinking, as 
far as | could tell. “We'll deal with Coil sooner, rather than later,” | told 
her. “It’s really up to Lisa. Whatever she wants.” 


She nodded. “Okay. Ill be ready. Anything else?” 


“What else have you been doing?” | asked, trying to make some sort 
of conversation. 


“We took care of Saint last night. Erin took some time off sick so she 
could look over the code with David and Garrus. That was the last 


major thing | had planned, so I'll be home a lot more.” 


“That's... that’s nice.” | had to resist cringing from my own 
awkwardness; the silence just made it worse. Emily and | were 
sisters, except only by memory imprint. My jump-self wanted to treat 
her like family, but Homura didn’t want to form attachments, and 
seemed to prefer interacting with people as acquaintances. | couldn't 
figure out how | was supposed to act between those two extremes. 
“So, what do you do when you're not busy?” 


“Explore.” Most people would have shrugged, or smiled, but Homura 
continued to speak as though she was reciting lines. “Brockton Bay 
is a tourist destination, so there are things to do. I'll Know if you or 
your friends are in danger, and | can stop time to arrive instantly, so | 
don’t have to be close.” 


| had been half afraid she had taken to shadowing me all day. “You 
can sense danger to others? Who have you included in that?” 


“You and Taylor, of course. | got the rest of the Undersiders from 
time-stop yesterday. Taylor’s father. Dinah, since you’ve gotten her 
involved. Her parents as well. Grue’s sister.” After a moment’s 
thought, she said, “I think that’s everyone.” 


“Cool.” Great response. Awesome. Fuck it, | needed to air this. 
“Homura... Emily. |... | don’t want to put pressure on you. | respect 
that you want to keep yourself apart. But...” | licked my lips, trying to 
put my thougNts in order. “It’s weird, the way things are. Homura,” | 
emphasized her name, “I really like and respect you, | think you’re 
really cool as a person, | think you’re one of the most loyal friends 
anyone could ever have. Even if you weren’t also my sister this 
jump, | would want to make sure you were okay, which just makes it 
harder to separate that concern from sisterly concern. If it’s even 
worth separating... that’s not the point. What I’m saying is that, well, 
I’m worried that you’re just... suffering alone. 


“I’m not asking you to do anything, or to change, | just... | want to 
express how / feel, because I’m confused and it keeps feeling like 


I’m doing the wrong thing by not being closer to you. | don’t know if 
that’s the jump memories going ‘big sister!’ or me projecting 
loneliness onto you when you prefer solitude or it actually being the 
wrong thing because you need a friend. So what I’m asking is if 
you're happy with... this.” | gestured between us. 


“It’s... different,” she said. “I usually don’t insert into a family; when | 
do, it’s something like our ‘Mother’ here. A family that ‘exists’, but 
doesn’t ‘matter’. Having to blend in when | know I’m just going to be 
leaving in a decade anyway is a burden. Having to adopt a 
personality and fake a connection isn’t pleasant.” 


“Is that what you want?” | asked. “To stay distant?” 
“| meant what | said: | can’t get attached.” 


| stopped myself from asking ‘So you can’t make friends at all?’ 
because that would be putting pressure on her. Some part of the 
question must have shown on my face, because she added, “I mean, 
| guess Rita and | are close... coworkers.” 


But not friends. The comparison slammed into me like a freight train. 
“You weren't watching me when | made a fool of myself at the bus 
stop on Wednesday, were you?” 


“No.” 


“You said... you said you made your first friend, right? The first time, 
when you got to school, and met...” | didn’t say the name: it felt 
wrong, like it wasn’t for me to say. 


“| did.” 


“You and Taylor...” | laughed bitterly. “You have the same problem; or 
maybe the exact opposite problem, but in a ‘two sides of the coin’ 
way.” | gave her a chance to object, or just ask what | meant, but she 
didn’t; she just stood there, patiently waiting for me to continue. 


“Taylor... she was worried, when | started hanging out with Lisa. She 
said that people just ‘move on’ from their friends when they meet 
someone cooler. She was probably thinking of Emma when she said 
that.” Homura nodded. “You... you take it to the other extreme. That 
friends are forever, unchangingly perfect and idealized. The whole 
chain probably didn’t help with that at all, since it seems to promote 
that... dynamic. 


“But those are both wrong. People can have more than one friend, 
without replacing anyone. And people can gain and lose friends, fall 
in and out of love, whatever. People move away, or their interests 
change, and sometimes you find yourself saying goodbye and 
meaning it forever. And that’s okay, because the fact that you were 
friends at all is better than being alone.” 


Homura did not look convinced. “You sound like a Disney movie 
mentor.” 


“It's a good lesson.” | took a step closer to her, and felt encouraged 
when she didn’t glower or take a step back. “You can be sorta 
friends with people. You can be good friends with people. You can be 
best friends with people. And your friendships can change, from 
sorta to best and back again. I... I’m making friends, here, friends 
who probably aren't going to follow me. Chances are I'll be leaving 
everyone | meet behind at the end of the decade. But that just 
means that | have to be ready to say goodbye, when the moment 
comes.” She didn’t say anything. “Homura, again, | don’t want to put 
pressure on you to change for my sake. But you seemed happy, 
back in January, and | don’t see any of that anymore.” 


“|...” Homura stopped, then spun away as her facade cracked. 
“Damnit, Kasey,” she mumbled. Color and noise rushed back into the 
world and then vanished just as quickly, putting me back in time-stop 
with Homura perfectly composed in front of me. “This was a 
mistake,” she said. “I thought... | thought it would be a simple way to 
stick together. | didn’t realize there would be side effects. 
Expectations-” 


“I’m not asking you to do anything for me!” | interrupted her. “I’m 
concerned about you.” 


“I’ve been living this way for longer than you’ve been alive,” she said 
flatly. Oof. “I’m sorry, Kasey. That was uncalled for.” | nodded, having 
run out of things to say. She turned away slightly so as not to just 
stare at me while she though. “There are certain expectations in 
place though. Of familiarity, if not action. Would you have 
approached me like this if we weren’t ‘sisters’?” 


“| mean... part of the reason | spoke up at all was because of how 
you’d changed. | know you said the memories were stronger when 
they were fresh, but not enough to completely change your 
personality, right?” My lives, at least, had lined up enough that | 
hadn’t found a disconnect between them-or at least | hadn’t noticed 
anything like that. If hers had, and the initial memories were that 
strong, then I’d misstepped badly; I’d been assuming that Emily was 
unguarded!Homura, not someone completely different. If I'd been 
wrong, | owed her an apology, and myself another existential crisis. 


“They are significant, especially early. | haven’t been adopting the 
personality, now that the first... impression has worn off.” Fuck. “But,” 
she said slowly, “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to at least act the part. If 
you don’t mind.” 


“Not at all!” | said quickly. “Only if you’re comfortable with it, of 
course!” 


“I... Lam. You were right: | was happier, when | let myself fall into the 
role.” That was quite an admission. “It’s different, since | don’t have 
to hide anything from you, and... even if the first impression has 
worn off, | do still see you as a sister. | don’t think / would have 
reacted this strongly, if | didn’t.” 


| opened my arms, and Emily rolled her eyes and stepped into the 
hug. “You’re going to be around this weekend, right?” | asked. 


“| will.” She pushed me away with a smirk so slight | might have 
imagined it. “I'll see you tomorrow. Don’t worry about tonight; I'll be 
watching out for you.” 


“Thanks, Emily,” | said. 
“No problem, lil’ sis’.” 


“By twenty minutes!” 


| ran into Lisa on my way to the stairs up to the loft-might have 
physically ran into her, if not for the stray beams of light shining 
through the gaps in the boarded-up windows. She’d just descended, 
dressed in concealing but poorly-insulated layers that suggested she 
had her costume on underneath. “Hey, Kasey-huh. Good news?” 


“Nothing special.” She raised an eyebrow, but kept quiet. I’d been 
damn sure there was nothing to suggest I’d just had an emotionally 
fraught conversation a few blocks away, but either I’d missed 
something or her power was just bullshit. | fought the urge to turn the 
anti-thinker dial back to ‘obnoxious soundtrack’. “I assume Taylor’s 
upstairs?” 


“Yeah, we just got back. You need to talk to her?” 


“Yeah-and you, actually.” If she was on her way out of the loft, this 
was a great time to try and talk where Coil wouldn't hear. “I can walk 
with you, if you’re busy. Where’re you off to?” 


“Around,” Lisa said, deliberately not answering the question. “This 
isn't a great time. | have to make sure all our ducks are in a row for 
tonight. Catch you later?” 


“Sure.” One day’s delay wouldn’t matter in the long term. “Wait, hold 
on, | got something for you.” | pulled two bottles out of my jacket 
pocket. “These-” | held up the mana potions Jenn had found affected 


parahuman powers, each labeled with an ‘w’ to mark that they’d 
work in Worm, “-will completely remove a Thinker headache and 
leave you feeling like you haven’t used your power for weeks.” 


“Normally, I’d call bullshit, but you don’t joke around with this stuff. 
Removes the headache-no, completely refreshes powers? Where 
the hell do you get these things?” Lisa took the small glass phials 
reverently, turning them over in her hands. “Omega?” she asked. 


“Double-u,” | corrected a bit too harshly. Damn, that’s unfortunate. It 
hadn't occurred to me that ‘w’ and ‘w’ looked more or less the same 
in Jenn’s loopy handwriting. 


“Right.” She gave me a searching look. “Someday, you’re going to 
have to explain why you have these. There’s no reason you’d have 
taken them for yourself.” 


“After we have that talk,” | said. 


“That just means you won't tell me before then,” Lisa pointed out with 
a pout. | grinned at her, amused that she'd noticed that loophole. 
She tucked the vials into her purse. “Sorry, can’t keep bantering-| do 
actually have to go. Thank you, though. Really, sincerely, thank you.” 
| let her go, and headed up the stairs and into the loft. 


The place was already a mess. The pizza boxes and soda cans from 
yesterday were piled up under the table, alongside a garbage bag 
that hadn’t been taken out to wherever the Undersiders foisted their 
trash on the city sanitation services. Books, DVD cases, and other 
knicknacks had been pulled off the shelves and left where they came 
to rest, and papers from the robbery planning session were scattered 
about the floor. | didn’t see Taylor, so | walked over past the tables 
towards the rooms; she must have sensed me coming, because she 
met me halfway. “Where were you all day?” | asked. “I thought we 
were going back to school, to try and pretend everything was 
normal.” 


“| know,” she said, steering me back towards the couches. “I got all 
the way to the bus stop by the school, but... | didn’t want to see 
Sophia.” She moved to sit down, but | caught her arm. | assumed 
Coil knew the Wards’ identities, but | didn’t want him to know | knew, 
which meant | wanted to be somewhere he didn’t control. 

“Let’s walk while we talk,” | told her. 

“You just got here-” 

“And | want to walk while we have this conversation.” 

“Even though it’s secret?” she asked, stressing the word. 


“Because it’s secret.” Taylor scowled, but grabbed her own jacket 
without further protest. | headed back down the stairs and out of the 
dilapidated old building with her at my heels. We turned north and 
west, heading deeper into the docks and farther from people. The 
loft was already on the border between the bad part of town and out- 
and-out urban desolation, and there was no one around as we 
wandered up towards the old trainyards north of the city. 

“Why are we out here, Kasey?” she asked. 

“The loft isn’t secure,” | said simply. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know the Undersiders have a boss, right?” 

Taylor looked askance at me. “Yeah?” 

“He provided the hideout.” 

“So you don’t trust it,” she said simply. 


Well, that was one way to put it. 


She burst into laughter. 


“What?” | asked. 

“Nothing, | just... | was just thinking about the lives of the ‘shadow 
plumbers’-” she made quotes with her fingers, “-who put sinks and 
Stuff in villain lairs.” 


“Heh,” | chuckled. It was a funny image. “Shadow plumbers, shadow 
electricians... hah, shadow electricians.” 


“You don’t get shadows without light fixtures,” she pointed out. 
“True. Then it’s just dark.” 
We shared a laugh. 


It didn’t last. The world around us intruded, and our mirth faded away 
into a quiet discomfort. 


“So...” Taylor said. 


“So.” | hesitated, and then bit the bullet and dove in. “Il went and saw 
Sophia last night.” 


“You went to visit her?” she asked. “Why? | know you said we could 
be friends even if we were on different sides, but why bother visiting? 
She'd be at school.” 

“She wasn’t at school today-” 

“Huh,” Taylor grunted. 


“-because she’s still in the hospital.” 


“Seriously? Hah.” She let out a single chuckle. “Guess she can’t take 
what she dishes out-” 


“This isn’t funny!” | snapped, stopping and tugging on her arm to get 
her to face me. “She has brain damage!” | hissed. “Permanent, 
crippling brain damage. Her career is over!” 


Taylor’s face did a marathon through confusion, alarm, and shock 
before setting on horror. “What? How? | didn’t...?” 


“The pepper spray got into her brain and nervous tissue when she 
phased back.” 


“|...” The horror on her face redoubled, then gave way to anger. 
“That was your idea!” she growled as she stepped forward and 
jabbed a finger into my chest. I’d been scared of Taylor before, and 
that had been when she was still a mild-mannered wallflower who 
walked with a slouch to make herself smaller. This Taylor was almost 
my height and held herself like a trained fighter; it was significantly 
worse. “Did you seriously drag me out here to give me a lecture for 
using the technique you suggested?” 


I'd been trying to ignore the fact that it had been my idea; that was 
probably one of the reasons | was so unwilling to let Sophia just 
accept that she’d been crippled. I’d been content to just sort of follow 
along with the way things were ‘supposed’ to go, but now I'd 
changed something, completely by accident. Sophia wouldn't end up 
in jail come May; she had a life sentence of an entirely different sort 
awaiting her. 


“It’s not a lecture!” | said defensively. “If | was going to give youa 
lecture, it would be about the fact that you started kicking her after 
she fell over!” 


Taylor opened her mouth, thought better of it, and backed down. “I... 
yeah. | kept going. Even after she was down.” She turned and 
resumed our walk, and | had to hurry to keep pace. “I... it was like 
the representation of all the bullshit, the unfairness I’d had to deal 
with, was right there in front of me. | kicked her when she was down. 
| Kept spraying her, too. | didn’t even really think about there being a 
person under the costume to feel it. | just wanted to attack, and keep 
attacking.” 


“| didn’t come out here to lecture you on that,” | said. “Really. | might 
not have mentioned it at all, because | don’t blame you for it.” And 


because I'd expected Taylor to react poorly to the news, although not 
quite as aggressively as she had. “We didn’t know that would 
happen.” As far as I'd recalled, Stalker being trapped in an object 
was extremely painful, but not harmful; I’d expected the spray would 
simply burn like hell as it passed through her. 


Taylor didn’t respond, so | continued, “The only reason | brought it up 
is because she asked me to tell you what we talked about, and | 
promised her | would.” 


“Sophia asked?” Taylor asked. “Why would she want me to know she 
was...” 


“Crippled?” She winced. “Because she... she’s been rethinking her 
life. Nearly dying can do that to a person.” 


“Nearly?” Taylor repeated. “How nearly?” 


“She said if Panacea hadn’t been there, she would have died before 
the paramedics could control the swelling in her brain.” 


Taylor stopped, and after a few steps | did as well, turning back to 
look at her. “I nearly killed her,” she said. “I nearly killed her, and you 
weren't going to mention this?” 


“Would it have helped?” | asked. “I’m not just doing this to rake you 
over the coals. | almost didn’t tell you anyway, but... I'd promised, 
so... here we are.” 


“Here we are,” Taylor agree. She resumed walking again, face in her 
Frown of Deep Thought. “Help? Probably not, but | think | deserve to 
know. Heh. In every sense of the word.” | let her think for a while, 
putting my own thoughts in order. Sophia’s request had been... 
vague wasn't quite the right word. Nebulous? That was closer. She’d 
said ‘what we talked about’, which covered quite a bit, but a few 
points stood out. 


“She was upset,” | said, “of course, but also... accepting? She was 
angry, but not at-not at Skitter. At herself, | think.” It was a guess, but 
that seemed right. “And at the same time, she accepted that it had 
happened. She said...” | tried to remember if Taylor was religious, 
and remembered that we’d had half a conversation about it, in the 
distant past of one month ago. “You asked me if | was religious, back 
in March, remember?” 


“Yeah?” Taylor seemed confused by the sudden tangent. 


“Sophia asked me the same thing. Her mom is, | guess; she talked 
about how she’d never bought into any of it. Until now. She said...” | 
don’t think | was any more comfortable with religion than Taylor was, 
and her assumption that | was religious-justified, based on my own 
slip of the tongue-would make any conversation about it even more 
awkward, so | decided to try and sidestep the entire issue. “... well, 
she put it in different terms, but she seemed to accept that she had it 
coming. She’s taking it as a second chance, a sign she needed to 
stop and turn over a new leaf. She wanted me to tell you that, and 
that she was wrong. It was almost an apology.” 


“That sounds like the brain damage talking,” Taylor grumbled, and | 
laughed. “It’s not funny, damn it!” 


“It is,” | insisted, “because | said the same thing!” 

“To her face!?” 

“| wasn't thinking! It was just banter. | didn’t stop myself in time.” 
She cringed. “What did she do?” 

“She started laughing. Said she ‘needed that’. The laugh, | guess.” 


“Huh,” Taylor said. We kept walking, heading deeper into the north 
slums. “Kasey?” 


“Yeah?” 


“You... you have all sorts of crazy shit. Pocket dimensions, tinker 
drugs, crazy hi-tech maps, all sorts of crazy things you just sort of 
pull out of nowhere.” Taylor was walking with her hands in her 
pockets and her head down, not looking at me as she spoke. | knew 
where she was going with these questions, because I’d gone there 
myself. “Can you... do you have some miracle cure up your sleeve? 
Something that would undo what | did to her?” 


| did. Even if | couldn't find something (or someone) | could bring to 
her, the Warehouse medical pod was fiat guaranteed to cure 
anything short of True Death. | could Knock her out, drop her in 
there, and she’d be good as new in... | actually had no idea how 
long it took to work, but it would work. It would also irrevocably tip 
our hand that someone had some sort of, well, ‘miracle cure’ was as 
good a word for it as any. Doing it anonymously would only drive the 
PRT crazier, because something they don’t understand messing with 
a Ward’s brain-even in an unquestionably beneficial fashion-would 
be Defcon One for obvious reasons. 


If l'd stopped and thought about what Panacea had said-no, no ‘what 
ifs’. | hadn't. I'd assumed Stalker was merely incapacitated with pain 
rather than literally seizing from brain damage, and now she’d been 
examined by (presumably) dozens of doctors, nurses, paramedics, 
and Panacea herself. Her injuries had likely been studied and 
documented in detail, so any recovery would be noticed and 
questioned. 


Taylor was still waiting for an answer. “If | did, what would you have 
me do?” | asked. 


“Heal her, obviously!” she said, in disbelief that I'd even ask such a 
thing. 


“I’m a little surprised you’d go out of your way for her, to be honest.” 
Taylor sighed, eyes on the ground in front of her feet. “I... god knows 


| used to wish all this and more on the whole lot of them. But... | 
don’t know. | don't think I’d even care, to be honest, if it hadn’t been 


me that did it. | might even have been... satisfied. But / did this, 
and... and | regret that.” She kicked at one of the weeds poking 
through the cracked sidewalk absentmindedly. 


“It wasn’t just you. | suggested you use the spray. | blame myself, 
too.” I'd thought that in the privacy of my own head, but saying it out 
loud stung. “I have a lot of resources, it’s true. And more than a few 
contacts... what about the consequences? Her injuries have been 
examined in detail, I’m sure; say what you want about the PRT, but 
they know how important it is that the Wards not get hurt on their 
watch. If | do anything, even if it only fixes a hundredth of the 
damage, they'll ask questions.” 


“So? Let them ask. I’m sure they'll come up with an explanation, 
even if it’s total nonsense.” 


| had to admit, that was a wonderfully simple solution to the problem. 
“What about Sophia herself?” 


“What do you mean?” 


“| mean... it’s weird, but she seemed... not happy, obviously, but... 
peaceful, maybe? Calm. Resigned, but still stubborn enough to keep 
going.” | chucked. “You know what she said? She said... hold on, let 
me make sure I’m getting this right. She said that everyone is their 
own hero-in the story sense, not the cape sense-and that 
sometimes, the hero only gets better because they get worse.” 


Taylor nodded. “Sometimes it takes losing something of themselves 
to make them grow in the long run. It’s only once they can’t do what 
they want that they start to do what they need.” 


“| couldn't have said it better myself. But that’s exactly why | asked. If 
she sees her injury as an opportunity for personal growth, does that 
affect your decision at all?” 


“Why is it my decision?” Taylor asked. “Why is it our decision? You 
have the wonder cure. Hypothetically.” The amount of venom she 


managed to fit into that one word was impressive. 


| averted my eyes, suddenly fascinated by the broken and boarded 
windows of the buildings we were walking past. “Because | don’t 
know what to do,” | said. “I don’t know what the right answer is. I’m 
not a good authority on anything; just someone with more power 
than | should be trusted with.” 


She chuckled darkly. “The fact that you realize that makes you a 
better fit for that power than any hero in the city.” We walked another 
block while she thought. “I’m sorry, but | don’t understand that, not 
really. I've never had power, not in the sense of, of...” 


“Agency?” | suggested. 


“Yeah, exactly. | can control bugs. That’s good for scaring and 
hurting people, and you’ve shown me it can be good for scouting and 
intelligence work, but it’s not the kind of thing that commands 
respect. So when you talk about not being able to trust yourself with 
power, | just... | don’t get it. It’s like hearing about someone drowning 
while I’m dying of thirst.” 


“That's pretty morbid. Poetic, but morbid.” Taylor shrugged 
helplessly. “Il... | guess | can understand where you’re coming from. | 
got to hear a bit of what happened around Glory Girl’s fuck-up in the 
bank, and something that stuck with me was that being able to fix 
mistakes doesn’t mean it’s okay to make mistakes, not when lives 
are on the line.” Oh god | was quoting Armsmaster at Taylor, how did 
it come to this. 


“Why not?” she asked. “I mean, obviously there’s pain and suffering 
in the time it takes you to fix your fuck-up, but to play Devil’s 
Advocate, why is it so bad to make mistakes? Nobody’s perfect, and 
trying to be tends to look like not trying at all.” 


“Yeah, perfectionism does that. And, well, everybody makes 
mistakes, but you have to treat them like mistakes. Ask what went 
wrong, how you can do better, and above all try not to make the 


same mistake twice. If you treat mistakes as something that’s just 
‘okay, no big deal’, you’ll get sloppier and sloppier until you do 
something you can't fix.” 


“Like dropping hundreds of pounds of marble on a hostage you're 
trying to rescue.” 


“That is the example de jour, isn’t it?” | asked rhetorically. 


“So, you’re scared that if you undo my... our mistake, here, that we 
won't learn from it?” 


| shook my head. “When it say it like that, it sounds stupid.” 


“A little, yeah.” Taylor sighed. “I think | get it. But we’re not the ones 
suffering from our mistake, are we?” | grimaced; her words brought 
to mind something Sophia herself had said, what felt like ages ago. 


“Lucky you,” she snarked. “Normally when | don’t think things 
through, I’m the one who gets hurt.” 


“lll see what | can do.” | knew we had something, because Max had 
a lot of crap and brain damage wasn’t exactly rare, but I’d need to 
find it first. Taylor had a point; it was damned selfish to worry about 
how this would affect us. “If | managed to find something, would we 
give it to her ourselves?” 


“You mean like, from us?” she asked. “How would we explain where 
we got it?” 


“Maybe we bought it with our share of the bank haul.” 


She laughed. When | didn’t, she asked, “Wait, you’re serious?” then 
laughed harder. “No way. Why the fuck would we unmask to her?” 


“She unmasked to you, and you said yourself you wouldn't care if 
you hadn’t been the one to injure her.” 


Taylor’s mood soured immediately. “Is that a requirement for your 
help? That we have to do it like that?” 


“Of course not. But | think it’s worth thinking about the fact that we 
want to help her, but aren’t willing to come clean on why.” | stopped 
for a moment to take that thought to the logical conclusion. “Maybe 
that’s the key; we have to accept responsibility for our mistakes even 
if we can fix them later.” 


Taylor was shaking her head. “You’re not just asking me to confess 
to one thing, though. If | unmask, she gets to link me to everything 

Skitter does. And that goes for you, too. Do you trust her not to go 

straight to the Protectorate with our identities?” 


That, and her point about linking us to our cape identities for 
everything, were both valid objections. “You’ve got a point,” | 
admitted. “Would you do it as Skitter, then?” 


She went back to Frowning Thinking Face. “We show up at her 
hospital room in costume? That’s going to cause a mess.” 


“Yeah.” | sighed. “There’s not a lot of good options, are there?” 
“No,” she agreed. “There aren't.” 


The conversation lapsed for a while; the two of us walking alone, 
side by side. 


“| keep thinking about the money,” Taylor said. 

| raised an eyebrow at the change of topic. “What about it?” 

“Just... the amount. And we’re getting more than that.” She huffed. 
“It'S a crazy amount for a single day. | don’t know if you realize it, but 
that’s enough money to change my life.” 


Was that a dig at me being rich? 


“You know what you want to use it on?” | asked. 


Taylor laughed. “No. | don’t even know how I’m going to use it-like, 
the actual process of spending it. I've never had spending money 
before; | can’t suddenly start buying things or someone will notice. A 
bank gets robbed and a poor kid immediately buys a car? That’s 
going to get attention.” She paused, then added, “You probably don't 
have that problem, right?” 


That was definitely a comment on me being rich. “Taylor, do you 
have a problem with my family being well off?” 


“Sorry,” she said. 


“No, | want to hear it. Clear the air.” | took a deep breath and blew it 
out in along, drawn-out sigh. “Is this going to be a problem? 
Because | want to be friends, and if this is an issue, | want to talk 
about it.” 


“It's not about you.” She made a face. “We're not even ‘poor’, not 
really. It’s just that I've always been aware of all these things that 
having money to spare would solve. And now that | finally have a lot 
of money, | realize that | can’t use it, because using it is one of those 
things that having money to spare would solve. It’s like a bad joke.” 


“Catch-22” | said. 
“Yeah. Uh,” Taylor paused, then decided to ask, “What's it like?” 


“Being rich?” | asked. “I mean... it’s weird, for me, because | have 
money that’s just sort of... there? | mean, it’s not really my money, or 
anything, right? But my Mom’s paid fantastically well, so we always 
have nice cars and food and... | don’t know. It doesn’t even register, 
a lot of the time. Like, | wouldn’t say we were spoiled...” | hesitated. 


“... but I’m probably wrong. I’m not really an objective observer, am 
I? 


“| guess the point | was going for was that money was never 
something we worried about. There was never a question about 
whether we could afford... whatever. We never had to wait to next 


month to get something fixed. We went on holidays that | only 
realized years later were fantastically expensive. And growing up in 
a small, relatively well-off town, | never saw... this.” | waved my hand 
at the veritable slum we were wandering through. “It took me until 
high school-you know, the age you start watching the news?-to 
realize just how privileged we’ve been. It’s fucked up.” | stuck my 
hands in my pockets, slouching forward to hide in my jacket. I’d 
passed homeless people on the street walking up to the loft, while 
Emily and | were practically megacorp heiresses by virtue of magic 
reality-warping bullshit. 


Was this how | would have felt, before | got here? 
How could | be sure? 


“Is that why you did the bank job?” Taylor asked, interrupting my 
musings. “So you’d have money yourself? Something that was 
yours?” 


It really wasn’t; I’d been worried about my teammates first and 
Panacea second, and spending dirty money felt worse than 
skimming off the ’chain’s arguably-well-earned war chest. “Maybe,” | 
said instead. “But what am | going to buy? | don’t need it.” 


Taylor laughed again. “Some villains we are. One too poor to spend 
the loot, the other too rich.” 


| scowled; maybe Taylor thought it was funny, but apparently / was 
the one who had a problem with the rich/poor thing. She must have 
noticed my mood, because she stopped laughing quickly, and we 
went back to walking along in silence. 


Our route had been a meandering one, but we'd still wandered pretty 
far into the worse part of the bad part of town by now. The buildings 
lay abandoned and left to rot, windows not even boarded against the 
elements. They loomed around us like empty concrete skeletons, 
several missing parts of their roofs. “We should probably head back,” 
| said. 


“Yeah.” We didn’t retrace our steps, instead taking a slightly more 
direct route back to the old Redmond Welding building. 


“So,” | said. “We never really got to talk about, uh, villainy.” 
“What do you mean?” 


“| mean, you know.” | sighed. “How do you feel about the bank? 
Ignoring the whole... Shadow Stalker thing.” 


Taylor frowned. “Ignoring that... | don’t know. It was... intense?” | 
gave her more time to think rather than jumping in. “I feel bad about 
it, but not as much as | should. | feel worse about not feeling bad. 
Does that make sense?” 


“| know the feeling. The thing | feel worst about is that | enjoyed it.” 
“What part?” 


“All of it. The showmanship. The fighting. Especially the fighting.” | 
fidgeted with one of my bangles through the sleeve of my jacket. “1 
don’t mean, ‘I feel kinda bad for letting myself have fun.’ | mean | felt 
awesome. It was like... my power is such a good defense, | felt 
invincible. On top of the world.” 


“Like it was a game?” she asked. 
“Yeah, | guess.” 


Exactly like a game. Just a string of contests | wanted to win, without 
worrying about what happened to the other person. Kid Win had 
gotten off lightly, silly memes aside; I’d broken Glory Girl’s wrist, and 
Aegis hadn’t had arm bones left after he struggled out of the hole I’d 
planted him it. 


“That’s how | felt, too,” Taylor said. “Using my bugs like you said, to 
create a map, | was the only person out there who could see 
everything going on. Even Grue doesn't have eyes in the back of his 
head, but | saw everything. | could just stroll right through the chaos, 


and no one could do anything to me. | felt... untouchable.” She 
turned her head to look directly at me. “I said, earlier, that | didn’t 
understand why Emma does anything she does.” 


“Yeah?” 
“| think | get it, now.” 
“Oh.” 


“Like,” Taylor said, “I had to threaten the hostages.” She sighed 
again. 


“Yeah?” | prompted. 


“People were crying, cowering. Away from me. It felt horrible... but 
they were listening. | was actually in control for once. And even 
though it felt horrible... it also felt good.” She bowed her head, 
staring at the ground in front of her feet. 


“| think I’d do it again,” she muttered. 


| hated to admit it, but so would |. | was ashamed of what I’d done, 
and willing-maybe even eager-to do it again. 


What was it I’d told Sophia? That there were people who exploited 
the weak and people who helped them? I’d always wanted to believe 
that | was the latter. 


But there was a saying that power, not hardship, is the true test of 
character. A test | seemed to have failed. 


“As soon as | was in the moment, | just stopped worrying about what 
| was doing to people,” | admitted, once the silence had stretched 
longer than was comfortable. “It’s like as soon as we rolled up to the 
bank, | stopped caring. About people, bystanders, right and wrong.” 


Taylor looked up at me. “Because you started having fun?” 


“Maybe-actually, no, other way around. | only really got into it once 
I'd ditched my conscience.” 


She raised an eyebrow. “That’s an interesting way to phrase it.” 


“That’s what it seems like, in hindsight. Like | just left my morality at 
the door.” 


And now is a really terrible time to find it again. 


“You were really gung-ho about being a villain before,” Taylor said. 
She turned her head away from me, staring at out the decaying 
buildings around us. “What changed?” 


“Actually doing it.” | swallowed. “I mean... Sophia, obviously. But 
even ignoring that, | guess I’d been pretending that it wasn't...” 


“Evil?” 


“That's harsh,” | said with a frown, “but... accurate, | guess. | was 
pretending it wasn’t evil. You know, ignoring the harm, the 
consequences. Treating it like a game, like you said.” | paused for 
thought, and added, “When | was daydreaming of villainy, | never 
stopped and imagined the people who'd be hurt. | just sort of... 
forgot they were real.” 


Taylor nodded glumly. “I just wanted to lash out. | didn’t really care 
why or how. | just wanted to attack something about the... the 
system. The bullshit that let her do that to me for months. | wasn’t 
thinking about the people, either.” 


The next block passed in silence. We turned the corner, revealing 
the battered old brick building across the street, waiting for us. 
Welcoming, despite the facade that let us blend into the urban 
decay. 


“You were right about one thing,” Taylor said as we looked up at the 
building. “I like the team. 


“| don’t want to leave.” 
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Chapter 20: Deposit 


Brian arrived at the loft about an hour before sunset to find Taylor 
watching Alec and | tear through some mind-numbing beat-em-up 
game in coop mode. | didn’t notice he’d come in until we cleared the 
current stage and | glanced up to find him standing next to Taylor. 
“Uh, hi?” 


“Hi,” he said. “Is this a bad time to remind you that we have work to 
do?” 


“Yes,” Alec said. 


“No,” | said, putting the controller down. “I was just killing time.” 
Turning my brain off. “Where is everyone?” In the original timeline, 
Bitch had been ambushed by Uber, Leet, and Bakuda, who'd then 
set a trap for the rest of the Undersiders. Was Bakuda’s death 
enough to derail that entirely, or would we still have to fight the 
lamest pair of villains in the Bay? Hopefully Emily’s ‘overwatch’ 
would avert that particular mess. And if not, at least I’d get some 
guilt-free violence out of the deal. 


“Lisa’s on her way. | don’t know where Rachel is-I’ll call her if she’s 
not back in the next twenty minutes.” He sighed and rubbed a hand 
over his cornrows. “I always worry when she’s out. Having your 
identity out is a huge liability, and she’s nowhere near subtle enough 
to deal with it.” 


“She’s done well enough thus far, right?” | asked, reassuring myself 
as much as the others. “Taylor, why don’t you get changed first, then 
| can borrow your room?” 


“Sure. I'll be right back.” Taylor headed off to change. Brian grabbed 
a box from one of the shelves and headed into the bathroom, while 
Alec headed off to his own room. | shut the game and television off, 
since he hadn't bothered, then pulled my costume out of the old- 
fashioned camera roll canister I'd stuffed it in and made sure it hadn't 
picked up any higher-dimensional wrinkles. | really needed a spare 
costume; carrying my entire Flux get-up on my person was a risk | 
could do without. 


Grue emerged first, stopping to retrieve his skull-shaped helmet from 
its place on a mannequin head he’d fixed to a shelf as a makeshift 
armor stand. “I really need to upgrade my costume,” he said as he 
looked over the helmet for damage. “Where did you guys get yours? 
They’re really well-done.” 


“Well, I’m... let’s call me ‘independently wealthy’. And a bit of a 
weirdo. My stuff’s all custom; that’s why | only have one. | really need 
another; | hate having to carry it between here and home.” The item 
entry had promised that | would ‘know how to make more’, and | did, 
but that just meant | knew the steps | had to take to create a custom 
suit of quasi-Tinker-fabric armor from scratch. If the Warehouse 
didn’t have some sort of bullshit material printer, it was going to be a 
weeks-long project. 


“You could just leave it here. You don’t go caping without us, right?” 


“| could, but... it doesn’t feel right.” For some reason, | didn’t feel 
comfortable leaving my suit lying around the loft. Maybe it was the 
fact that the Warehouse continued to reject my ‘claim’ here. “Sorry, | 
don’t mean | don't like it here, it’s just...” 


“| understand. Costumes can be like a part of you. You made this 
yourself?” Grue picked up the bodysuit and pinched the material 
between his gloved fingers, then rapped on the armor panels. “How 
long did this take you to make?” 


“Don’t ask.” Because it popped into existence according to the rules 
of a strange, extra-dimensional game-show. “If you’re thinking of 


asking for one, I’m afraid the answer will disappoint you.” My answer 
might change once | learned exactly how hard it would be to 
reproduce, but for now, there was no point offering. 


“I’m done,” Skitter announced as she stepped out of her room. She 
still had her mask off, which | appreciated from a purely ‘not a creepy 
humanoid bug’ perspective. | retrieved my bodysuit from Brian, 
grabbed my boots, and headed off into Skitter’s room. There was a 
single, massive cockroach on the wall opposite the door-probably 
just to annoy me-which | studiously ignored as | stripped down to my 
underwear and pulled on the padded underlayer, then added the 
bodysuit, boots, gloves, jacket, and mask. | kept the goggles off, for 
now. 


“Three thousand,” Skitter said as | emerged from her room. 

“Three thousand?” Grue asked. “No discount for a teammate?” 
“That is the discount. It’s probably worth twice that.” 

“Fuck.” He held her mask up to the light, giving it much the same 
treatment he’d given my suit earlier. “Il can’t even say you’re wrong. 
That’s not going to leave me anything to customize it, though.” 

“Oh, that’s with customization. Dye, detailing,” she took the mask 
back and pointed to the mandibles along the jaw. “If you just want an 
undersuit, | could probably go down to two.” 


“Costuming?” | asked as | walked up behind them. Grue jumped at 
my question, while Skitter didn’t even turn around. 


“Yeah,” he said. “The detailing is that much?” 


Skitter nodded. “Even if | just change how the threads are weaved 
for one bit, create contrast at the seam where the weave changes 
direction, | have to be paying a lot more attention to what I’m doing.” 
She pointed to the mandibles again. “Of course, | also make sections 


thicker to really emphasize them, but that’s too wasteful to do for 
anything but the most important bits, like the mask.” 


In the time it took for Grue to think the offer over, Regent emerged 
from his room, holding his mask, scepter, and coronet. “What are we 
all looking at?” 


“Grue wants a new costume,” | said. “I think they’re haggling right 
now.” 


“Haggling over what?” 
“The costume,” Skitter said, the ‘obviously’ going unspoken. 


“Bro, you know that’s not going to fit you, right?” Regent asked, 
plucking the mask from Grue’s hands and inspecting it himself. 


“Very funny,” Grue grumbled. “Did you know she made her suit 
herself?” 


“Wait, she stitched that together herself?” 


“| wove it myself,” Skitter said. “It’s spider silk reinforced with insect 
chitin.” 


“No shit?” Regent squinted at the mask, then tossed it back to her. 
“Is it wrong that | find you a /ot creepier now that | know that?” 


“Yes,” they said, at the same time | said, “No.” Skitter eloowed me. 
“Tattletale’s on her way?” | asked. 
“She’s-” 


“Arriving,” Lisa said, cutting Grue off as she emerged from the stairs 
into the loft. “Everything’s looking good for us, by the way.” 


He smiled. “Great. Suit up; the sooner we do this the better.” 


“Hold your horses. | just got back.” Lisa pulled off her jacket and 
tossed it onto the back of the couch, then wandered into the kitchen 
and returned with a can of Diet Coke. 


“Rachel?” | asked again. 


Grue looked at the clock on the wall. “I was going to give her five 
more minutes, but since the rest of us are already here...” He pulled 
a burner phone out of his jacket pocket and dialed. | held my breath 
as he waiting for Rachel to answer. “Hello? Yeah, we’re almost 
ready. What, why? Just get over here. No. Yes. Great.” He ended the 
call and pocketed the phone. “She’ll be here in ten.” 


“Great.” That was good. With luck, we’d avoided that entire 
encounter. 


Lisa turned to me. “Flux, how paranoid are you feeling today?” 


“Uh, two?” My ‘predictions’ about the bank job must have attracted 
her suspicion. 


“Two what? Two problems? Two out of ten?” 


“Out of ten.” Although if Uber and Leet did show up, that would be 
two problems. Is that how prophecies work? Classic numerology: 
pick a number, notice every time it comes up, then claim that proves 
something. | probably would have said ‘ten’ if Rachel hadn’t picked 
up her phone, which would have been harder to work with. 


Lisa got changed while the rest of us sat around in tense silence for 
the remaining nine minutes it took Rachel to show up with one of her 
dogs-| still didn’t know which was which, other than that Angelica 
was the one with a missing eye, and this wasn’t her. She had a bag 
of some sort of jerky in hand, and was gnawing on a strip sticking out 
the side of her mouth. | grinned at her, and she growled back as she 
passed me on the way to her room. Whoops. Don’t show your teeth, 
dumbass. “Good to see you too, Tae-chan,” | muttered at her back. 


Bitch didn’t take long; her ‘costume change’ consisted of grabbing 
her mask and the other two dogs. As one, we slipped our various 
head-pieces on; it would have made quite the moment on TV, I’m 
sure. ‘Avengers, assemble!’ and all that. No, on second thought, 
Mal’s ‘Let’s be bad guys,’ was far more appropriate; | was definitely 
going to reference that at some point. Wait, he’d been about to break 
into a bank vault when he’d said that! I’d missed my perfect 
Opportunity! Tattletale shot me a look as | glowered at nothing on the 
way out of the building. 


The sky was a brilliant orange, the clouds from yesterday’s rain 
reflecting the ruddy light of the setting sun down onto the city as we 
left the building. “We’re changing riding partners.” Grue announced 
as he lead the way down the empty street. Rachel’s dogs were off 
their leashes, quickly increasing in size as we put a good, deniable 
distance between ourselves and the Redmond building. “We can’t 
always do the same partners, so we need to practice riding with 
other people. We'll do-” 


“You and Skitter,” Tattletale interrupted him. “Bitch and Regent. Flux 
and |. Bitch should choose the dogs.” | raised an eyebrow behind my 
goggles; | didn’t doubt for a second that Tattletale had ulterior 
motives for those assignments, but | wasn’t sure what they were. 


“You two: Brutus. You two: Judas.” Bitch pointed to the dogs as she 
named them, which was a great help, since they were even less 
recognizable after she’d powered them up. She and Regent got on 
Angelica, and Tattletale and | ended up on Brutus. | think Tattletale 
tried to ask me questions while we rode, but | was far to busy trying 
not to be sick to pay any attention to her. 


The storage locker place we’d chosen was a maze, which was 
probably half the reason it made such a good hiding spot. | would 
have thought that as long as we knew the locker number, we could 
just head straight to the right one, but for some ungodly reason the 
numbering followed no rhyme or reason whatsoever. If Bitch hadn't 
been the one to stash the money, we probably would have had 
problems finding the right locker, but she’d led us right to it without 


showing any uncertainty at all. | wondered if her dogs were able to 
recognize the place by smell. 


Grue fiddled with the lock for a moment, then hauled the door open 
to reveal a large space, a single broken bulb, and the bags full of 
money. | sat and stared, relieved to see it still there, until he 
reminded me to do my damn job. “You're going to load that up for us, 
right, Flux?” 


“Oh, right, sorry. Actually... | know we can strap all this stuff on the 
dogs, but | have an easier idea.” | pulled out the film tube I’d stored 
my costume in and started stuffing the bags in one after the other, 
until the locker was empty again. | popped the cap back on and spun 
around to present it to the group, who were standing in the open 
locker door staring at me. “Ta-da!” 


Every single one of them facepalmed-except Bitch, who just kept 
glaring. “You better be able to get it all back,” she said. 


“It’s all in there,” Tattletale assured her. “Just... small?” 


“Pretty much.” It involved altering the way the atoms interacted with 
each other, writing off the staple physical rule that two objects 
couldn’t be in the same place by exploiting-nevermind, it didn’t 
matter. The important part was that it was safe, entirely reversible, 
and wouldn't wear off as long as it was in my pocket. 


“Why didn’t you do that at the bank?” Regent asked. 


“It wouldn't have saved any time, and I'd have to ride all the way to 
the end to unpack it again or it would spill everywhere.” | shrugged. 
“Besides, Tats seemed really proud of the harnesses.” 


“Uh, right.” Grue’s spooky cape voice sounded really funny when he 
was awkward or uncertain. He stepped back and motioned me out of 
the locker. “Let’s just hop back on the dogs, then.” 


“Can |... not?” The trip up here had been more dog-riding then | ever 
wanted to do again. “I can fly, sorta... tell me where the drop is and 
I'll meet you there.” I'd probably beat them there, but it wasn’t a race. 


“No,” Bitch said, moving to the side slightly to block the space Grue 
had opened. 


“| have to agree,” Grue rumbled. “I can’t let you fly off with the entire 
haul.” 


That was the problem? | tossed Grue the canister, which he caught 
frantically, like he was worried it would explosively decompress if he 
dropped it. “Problem solved?” 


“Is this...” he held the tube at arms length, clearly distrustful of my 
weird power hijinks, “... safe? Tats?” 


“| don’t know. My ability to read her is suspect at the best of times.” 
Tattletale scowled, then grabbed the tube and tossed it back to me. 
“How about this: Flux carries the tube, and | go with her. | was trying 
to have a conversation with her, anyway.” Yeah, yeah, cry me a river. 
| was trying not to vomit. 


“No,” Bitch said again. “I don’t trust her either.” 


Tattletale folded her arms as she kicked back against the door frame. 
“Look, the way the math works out, if we were to run off with the 
cash and split it between the two of us, we’d make /ess money than 
if we delivered it to the boss with you guys.” 


“| don’t trust her math, either,” Bitch said. 


“| still don’t like it,” Grue said. “Not because | don’t trust you two,” he 
said hurriedly, before Tattletale could protest, “but because flying is 
bad for villains. Do you really think the Protectorate doesn’t have a 
radar dish pointed over the city looking for this kind of thing?” 


Tattletale rolled her eyes vigorously enough to move her entire head, 
then began ticking off points on her fingers. “Okay, first, you’re now 
out-paranoia-ing Flux, which is all kinds of worrying.” Hey! “Second, 
even if they did-and they might, Ill grant you that much-they’d have 
to eliminate every independent actor in the city before they could 
narrow it down to being a villain in the first place-and that’s assuming 
it can reliably tell a cape apart from a flock of seagulls. Third, there 
are other, better-known flying villains in the city, so suspicion would 
fall on them first. Forth, we are more visible on the dogs to any such 
hypothetical system-” 


“Fine, fine!” Grue said, throwing up his hands and stalking back to 
the dogs. “I get the point. You steer Flux to the drop-off point and 
we’ll meet you there.” Bitch growled something under her breath 
before following him, with Skitter and Regent filing after them without 
protest. 


| walked over to Tattletale and offered her my arm. “Fair warning: just 
because | like this better doesn’t mean it’s going to be more pleasant 
for you.” Skitter had not liked the experience one bit, although 
apparently her car ride had been worse. 


“I’ve got a pretty strong stomach for motion,” she said as she slipped 
her arm in mine. “Just like this?” 


“Yeah. We’re heading towards Downtown, right?” 
“Sort of. The meet’s at the North Ferry Terminal.” 


“Great, easy to spot from the air. Here we go!” | twisted our gravity 
180 degrees, then back ninety to send us out over the city. Aside 
from a single squeak as we took off, Tattletale handled the ride pretty 
well, barely stumbling when | set us down several blocks from our 
objective. In the opposite direction, just on the off chance Coil might 
have set up watchers on the obvious approach. “You okay?” 


“Yeah. Whoooo!” She actually whooped and threw up her arms. 
“Disorienting as hell when you change directions, but what a rush! 


It’s like skydiving sideways! We are definitely doing this again.” 


“Sure, no problem.” My ‘flight’ wasn’t quite what I’d dreamed of, but 
seeing someone else enjoy gave me one hell of a warm feeling: the 
outside view made me appreciate what | had. | gave Tattletale a 
minute to get over her excitement, then headed off towards the ferry 
terminal. | was used to roof-hopping, so just walking down a 
sidewalk in full costume felt really weird; like police or heroes should 
be waiting to jump out at us from around any corner. “You wanted to 
talk?” 


“Yeah.” If Tattletale found anything weird about wandering around in 
our proverbial Sunday best, she didn’t show it. “Il was wondering 
about your... resources. You offered to forfeit your share of the 
rewards. You’re wealthy-I looked you up-but you’re not that wealthy, 
not enough to turn down that sort of income on a whim. Certainly not 
as a kid, not unless your mom handed you her credit card. Unless 
you have something else that’s not on the books. 


“But that’s just the start. Your costume is seriously high quality; that’s 
not beginner’s gear, and it’s custom. One of a kind, I’d bet, which 
means you either had the personal connection-or the money to buy 
that connection-before you even got to the bargaining table, and you 
wouldn’t get those through your family’s wealth unless they’re in on 
it. And my power tells me they’re not.” She grinned like she’d 
skewered me, but | wasn’t feeling it. 


“Are you going to ask a question, or just lecture me about myself?” | 
joked. 


Tattletale rolled her eyes. “Fine, be coy.” She paused and licked her 
lips nervously before she asked-slash-said, “You have friends with 
some serious pull.” 

No point lying about that. “Yeah.” 


“That’s where you got your costume. You've been going to them to 
get those vials.” 


Vials brought entirely the wrong thing to mind, but she couldn’t know 
that. “Yeah.” 


“Whoever they are, your relationship lets you give that stuff away for 
free. The first bottle made a good impression, but you were already 

on the team when you gave me the last two. There was nothing in it 
for you.” 


“Except a functioning Thinker,” | pointed out. She wasn’t convinced. 
“Fine. After | saw how badly you were suffering yesterday, | felt bad 
that you were in pain. Alec got sucker punched by Glory Girl and 
even he was able to enjoy the party. | wish I’d gotten them to you 
soon enough to help.” 


“You did,” she assured me. “I hide it, but bad headaches don’t fade 
overnight. | still had a nasty one this morning; been crushing it with 
O-T-C meds all day. Bolted one of your shots the moment I’d gotten 
out of sight, and it felt wonderful.” She’d hidden it well, then; I'd 
thought she’d been back to a hundred percent when I'd run into her 
earlier. “You're a lifesaver, seriously. Which is why this is all so 
weird.” | raised an eyebrow. “I mean, look at it from my perspective. 
You've got some really powerful, mysterious contacts up your sleeve 
that / can’t make heads nor tails of, but you don’t even try to deny it.” 


“Why bother?” It wasn’t like she was getting at the really sensitive 
stuff, and as far as | was aware that was all fiat-protected anyway. 


Tattletale took a moment to search my face for any sign of what | 
was actually hiding, but came up blank. “In that case, why sign up on 
another team, for a shadowy backer who, as far as | can tell, has 
significantly fewer resources on offer than whoever you already have 
access to?” 


That made a pretty good segue into what I’d wanted to talk to her 
about earlier. “Are we alone? Unobserved, | mean?” 


Tattletale took a long look around. The North Terminal was pretty 
close to the boardwalk, so the area around it was in pretty good 


shape compared to the Docks. The buildings were being maintained, 
although they weren’t pristine by any stretch, and the streets and 
sidewalks had been seen to enough that the pot-holes were shallow 
and the cracks mere blemishes. “Yeah,” she said. “The boss isn’t too 
worried about us conspiring against him in the middle of a job.” 


“Just in the loft?” | asked. She turned her head towards me like she 
was about to say something, then reconsidered and went back to 
looking forward. She nodded, mouth twisted in distaste. “So, the 
elephant in the room. What | wanted to talk about earlier, actually. 
Coil.” She nodded again. I’d decided she deserved to make the 
choice, so | asked her straight out, “Do you want him dead as soon 
as possible, or after you have enough hooks in his organization to 
take over?” 


Tattletale stumbled, nearly faceplanting on the flat, even concrete. 
The look she gave me once she'd recovered was one of pure 
incredulity. “lI Knew your St. Patrick’s Day thing was an offer of help, 
but... just like that?” 


“| could have him dead by sundown tomorrow, if | needed to.” | 
watched her carefully, trying to figure out what she was thinking. 
Mostly, it seemed like she was trying to decide if my confidence was 
justified, or insane. 


“Flux... can you turn whatever bullshit anti-thinker thing you have 
off? Like, all the way off, just for this conversation?” | almost said no, 
because | was used to having that barrier up, but given the position | 
was putting Tattletale in right now, | relented and turned the dial to 
‘Off’. “Okay,” she said. “Now start over.” 


“Coil,” | repeated. “Do you want him dead as soon as possible, or 
only once you're ready to take over? Do you want to be a part of it, 
or just have him disappear?” 


“If | said ‘disappear, as soon as possible’, how soon would that be?” 


“Well, | was serious about ‘sundown tomorrow’. I’m tempted to wait 
for the money from this job to clear, but it doesn’t really matter.” | 
pulled the tube out of my jacket and fiddled with it as | spoke. “Even 
if you’re not gonna step in and replace him, I'd probably be able to 
keep the team afloat. Assuming there’s still a team without you.” | 
wasn’t sure how well the Undersiders could survive without their best 
Operational asset. We’d probably struggle on, but the undefeated 
streak wouldn't last. 


“Without-no, nevermind.” She sounded exasperated. “You sound 
confident | could just take over his identity.” 


“| mean, you probably could, since no one knows anything about 
him. | meant more that you could take over his organization. His men 
follow his money; seize his accounts and they’re your men, now. You 
could keep the team running. Hell, you could run it however you 
want. Mercenaries, independent heroes, whatever.” 


“So could you,” she pointed out. “Why haven't you offed him 
already?” 


“To be honest, one of the reasons | haven’t is because | thought you 
might want to be the one to pull the trigger.” 


“Seriously?” Tattletale boggled at me. “That’s what’s stopping you?” 
“... yes?” 


“Wow. I... | don’t know what to say to that.” She shook her head. 
“You are fucking crazy, you know that?” 


“Yeah.” 


We walked in silence for a moment before she said, “Just like that. | 
say ‘Yes, please,’ and he’s dead.” 


“Just like that.” 


“Damn.” She didn’t seem to know what else to say to that, and 
neither of us spoke for a few moments. 


“What are you thinking about?” | asked. 


“A lot of things. Starting with how much | actually want to know.” 
Tattletale glanced at me for a moment before returning her gaze to 
the street ahead. “You seem awfully sure I’m going to leave.” 


“Aren't you?” I’d remembered to check the Journal profiles, and they 
hadn't indicated much of a connection between the four Undersiders 
beyond their professional relationship. Granted, they were still 
incomplete, but usually the last bits were just details and the actual 
meters for various relationships and moods. 


She didn’t answer. 


We continued in silence until we’d almost reached the ferry terminal. 
“See the van?” she asked suddenly. | followed her gaze to a battered 
old black van with tinted windows lingering in the most remote corner 
of the terminal parking lot, under a fitfully flickering light. “It’s beat up 
enough to be mistaken for an abandoned vehicle, but the rubber on 
the tires is new.” 


“Trouble?” | asked. 


“Nah, that’s our contact. Sloppy, though. We’ll wait here.” She 
ducked into the gap between the buildings across the street and 
kicked back against one wall of the narrow alley. | took the other, 
trying to control my fidgeting. 


“If you were just offering to kill Coil,” Tattletale said, picking up the 
conversation without warning, “I would have said yes without 
hesitation. As it is, | don’t think I’d leave.” 


That was interesting. | wondered if she’d connected enough with her 
teammates that she’d want to stay close, or if there were other 


reasons. Like, for example... “Are you just sticking around to bum 
drugs off me?” 


“No! Well, not only for that.” | laughed at her correction, and after a 

moment she joined in. “I have grown fond of the team,” she said, “at 
least enough to stay in touch. But it’s mostly that you’re offering me 
the keys to the kingdom.” 


As encouraging as that was, | wasn’t willing to consider her 
converted. “Il sense a ‘but’ coming.” 


“Yeah. The flip side is that being a leader means I’m locked in. Less 
freedom than just heading into the sunset, in a lot of ways.” 


“If you need some time to think about it...” 


“| want it,” she said. “I don’t need to think about that. The thing 
holding me back is that it’s not a coup anymore. It’s a gift.” 


| guess on some level she does want to do it herself. 


She clicked her tongue. “It’s not about earning it. It’s the fact that 
gifts leave debts. If you can just remove Coil on a whim, you can do 
it to me, if | ever go against you. | want it, I’m just trying to figure out 
if it's worth the sword of Damocles.” 


“Is... you betraying me a likely problem?” 


“| don’t know! | don’t know you, and you sure as hell don’t know me, 
not half as well as you think. For starters, you haven’t once 
wondered if I’m manipulating you.” 


| hadn’t. “Are you?” 


“Always,” she said, turning away to look out at the street. “It’s not 
even a malicious thing, | just know people too well. | can’t have a 
normal, fair, non-manipulative conversation when | have all this extra 
information about them. Yeah, even you. | don’t get any of your real 
secrets, but | know a thousand little things to do and not do to make 


you more comfortable, topics to mention or avoid, ways to phrase 
arguments. And it’s not something | can’t do, because any conscious 
decision | make is going to be manipulation one way or the other.” 


| stopped. That is... uncomfortably relevant. How much of the way I’d 
presented myself to Taylor, Emma, and Sophia had been that sort of 
manipulation? A lot of it, especially to the latter two; hell, that had 
been premeditated. |’d called it theatre. Tattletale apparently called it 
manipulation. And it was. 


She laughed. “I guess you never really thought about it like that, did 
you? You’re not a thinker, but you haven't exactly been the best at 
hiding how much you know. Taylor just takes it in stride because 
you're crazy.” 


That was the second time she'd said that, and | wasn’t going to deny 
it. “lam, aren’t |?” 


“Yeah. | thought it was just your stupid anti-thinker crap, but even 
without it, you’re hard to read.” She clicked her tongue. “You don't 
make sense. You react based on information you don’t have. Your 
priorities are weird. You’re weird. Seriously, it’s a little freaky.” She 
took a breath and let it out in a huff. “Did you know sometimes my 
power reads you as a total sociopath?” 


“What?” 


“Relax,” she said. | didn’t. “Sometimes, | said. It’s rare, but 
occasionally your reactions to things are... off, compared to normal 
people. | can’t describe it any better than that.” Tattletale grumbled 
something under her breath. “Bleh. That’s the kind of thing | should 
avoid mentioning.” 


“Are there a lot of those?” | asked tersely. 
Tattletale nodded. 


“Like Shadow Stalker?” 


She nodded again. “The moment Panacea said she wasn't getting 
back up, | knew it was bad. Aerosol irritant delivered through her 
head... it wasn’t hard to connect the dots.” 


“What happened there?” | asked. “Shouldn’t her power have 
protected her from that?” 


“It prevents her from phasing back into something and killing herself. 
She must have some way to deal with pollutants and crap, since city 
air isn’t exactly clean, but there must be a threshold or something 
before it just can’t get rid of them fast enough. Let’s see... Stalker 
was solid when Skitter sprayed her, and phased out to avoid it, but 
that didn’t stop the crap that was already in her face from burning 
like hell. She was flailing, rather than thinking, so she phased back, 
and that made it much, much worse, because now she’d absorbed 
some of that stuff right into her eyes and brain. The swelling from 
that caused the seizure, and every time she flickered, more and 
more of the pepper spray got into her head. You really weren't 
kidding about the vulnerability.” 


| closed my eyes and took a moment to breathe. What a clusterfuck. 
| really hadn’t needed the reminder that it had been my idea, either. | 
should have... what? Checked? Taken her out myself and avoided 
the Skitter/Stalker match entirely? 


Not robbed a bank? 
I'd wanted to play villain. Newsflash, Kasey: villains hurt people. 


Worst of all, I’d felt good about it. I'd been riding high on victory the 
whole day, blissfully ignorant of the consequences. 


When | opened my eyes again, | found Tattletale watching me 
intensely. “I didn’t say anything because it didn’t matter,” she said, 
not quite guessing my thoughts correctly. “What were we going to 
do? | let Penny do her thing and focused on the job, same as you.” 
She met my eyes a moment longer before turning back towards the 
bay. “You’re angry.” 


| shook my head. “I’m not angry. Upset, certainly, but | get it. Telling 
us then would only have made things worse, and afterwards...” I'd 
been reluctant to tell Skitter the news, as well. | really didn’t have any 
place throwing stones here. 


“What if next time, you don’t agree with me?” she asked. “If you feel 
played, or betrayed, or used? What then?” 


“Then we’d have a problem,” | said. “But you seem to have missed 
something.” 


“Yeah?” 


“| like you. All you guys. If you... ‘go against me’... | may not like it, | 
may even do something about it, but I’m going to talk to you about it 
long before | resort to violence. Holding you accountable doesn’t 
mean having a gun to your head, for chrissake.” 


“And Coil?” she asked. 


“An unrepentantly sadistic narcissist obsessed with controlling 
people. A quick death is better than he deserves.” 


Tattletale looked back towards me, eyebrow raised. “Irredeemable?” 


“| mean, if he had the barest excuse for anything he did, | might want 
to try.” That was an understatement; | felt worse about Bonesaw’s 
death. “He enjoys power for its own sake, and exercising that power 
through... disgusting means.” 


She stared at me for a moment, then looked back towards the ferry 
terminal. “A week or two, then. Depending on how much help you 
can provide, and how carefully | need to move.” 


“Right.” 


| kicked at the rough asphalt surface of the alleyway with the toe of 
my boot. 


“It's been a long time since | had someone in my corner,” Tattletale 
said. “This team was never my idea, obviously, and | never had any 
illusions about where their loyalties would lie, if it came down to it.” 
She glanced at me out of the corner of her eyes, still facing out the 
mouth of the alley. “So, uh, thanks.” 


| was tempted to make a joke about her manipulating me, but | held 
back. 


It wouldn't be a joke. 


Then again, | didn’t have any right to throw stones there, either, so | 
just said, “You’re welcome.” 


“I’m not used to interacting with people who aren’t looking to take 
advantage of me, is what I’m saying,” she continued. “I can’t just 
stop manipulating you, because that’s not how that works, but | can 
promise you I’m not out to use you.” She chuckled. “You're a good 
enough friend that | won’t need to, because you'll be there if | ask 


anyway.” 
“Count on it.” 


“| am. Oh, the rest of the team is almost here.” Tattletale pulled a 
compact mirror out of a pocket and checked her hair. She chuckled 
at my raised eyebrow. “Sorry, nervous habit; sometimes | pick up 
leaves and crap.” 


“In the middle of the city?” Brockton Bay was not what | would 
consider a ‘natural vista’ sort of place. 


“We’re not always in the middle of the city, smart-ass.” She finished 
fussing and pocketed the mirror. “Here they come.” | set the 
Obfuscation power back to around eighty percent and turned to 
watch the show. 


I'd only seen the dogs enter a scene once before, and |’d been 
justifiably focused on Lung at the time. They made a hell of an 


entrance, dropping out of the sky one after the other into the street. 
Despite shaking the ground with the impact, the actual landing was 
surprisingly quiet-meaning it wasn’t ‘explosion’ loud. It was not 
stealthy. 


Tattletale and | stepped out into the relative light of the nearly-full 
moon, waving to the others as we all headed towards the van. It was 
a sliding side-door model rather than the rear-door model we'd 
borrowed for the bank job, and the door opened as we approached 
to reveal a small, weedy-looking man wearing dark sunglasses. | had 
to assume he didn’t drive with them on; the flickering streetlight 
overhead was likely the only reason he could see us at all. Even 
normals want their masks, | guess. “Where’s the stuff?” he asked. | 
pulled the tube back out of my pocket and dumped the contents onto 
the ground in front of us, to his visible dismay. “You couldn’t have just 
done that in the van?” 


| would have offered to help him load up, but Grue spoke first. “Our 
job was delivery. It’s your problem now.” | took the cue to step back, 
flanking him with the rest of the Undersiders like a good lackey. 


“Figures,” the man grumbled, not trying to hide his annoyance. He 
walked over, tried to lift one of the bags with one hand, and failed. 
The man stood back up and frowned at Grue. “Look, this stuff isn’t 
‘delivered’ until it’s loaded, so you might as well help, because you 
aren’t going anywhere until I’m done.” He bent back down and, with 
some effort, managed to get the bag off the ground and start lugging 
it back to the van. 


“Flux.” At Grue’s prompting, | scooped up three of the bags and 
loaded them into the van like they were full of packing peanuts. 
Coil’s man earned my respect by continuing to huff and puff single 
bags even as | rendered him entirely redundant; he even looked 
moderately thankful when | grabbed the last bag out of his hands. 
“We counted it, so don’t go dipping your hand in,” Grue warned him 
as he slid the door shut. | suspected he was bluffing. 


The guy wasn't impressed. “I get paid well enough, thank you,” he 
said calmly, before opening the passenger door and climbing over 
into the driver’s seat. The engine turned over, and the van pulled out 
of the parking lot slowly, only turning its lights on once it was out on 
the road. We watched it go in silence until it took a corner and 
disappeared from sight. 


“So that’s it? Everything went okay?” Skitter asked. Grue looked at 
Tattletale. 


“Copacetic,” she said happily. We all relaxed slightly at her word. 
“You guys mind if | ride with Flux again?” 


“Not done with your chat?” Regent asked. 

“Nah, | just like flying. No offense, Bitch.” 

Bitch wasn’t bothered one bit. “I don’t like you guys anyway.” 
---X==X==X--- 
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| woke up to the smell of pancakes again on Saturday. Emily had 
decided the best way to kick off our new ‘sisterhood’ was a callback 
to our first day on Bet, and | had no complaints. We spent the rest of 
the morning just kicking back and chatting. | talked about my life 
growing up on Mostly Normal Earth; she described her experiences 
in the settings | was familiar with. 


“Is it wrong that I’m kinda sad that | missed the Warframe jump?” | 
asked as she finished showing off her collection of Prime handguns 
to a Suitably appreciative audience. (Me. The audience was me. 
God, they were shiny.) 


We were sitting on the couches in the family room, Emily’s absurd 
firearm collection spread out over the coffee table. She began 
stuffing the guns back into hammerspace as she spoke. “Yes,” she 
said, spearing my rhetorical question like a grape. “It’s a dark, 
depressing place.” 


“| mean, | know that. | guess | just... | dunno. It’s the same thing | 
feel about Dark Souls. | have enough enthusiasm for the setting that 
I'd have at least wanted to see it in person, once.” 


“| can understand the tourism aspect,” she admitted. “It’s a horrible 
place to live, though.” 


“Most interesting places are. This certainly is. Hell, every nerd who’s 
ever wanted to be a Jedi oughta be reminded that Star Wars has a 
galaxy-spanning war every generation or two. It’s basically World 
War Il on a regular schedule.” | paused while she slid the last gun 
home. “The loot was pretty good, though, right?” Emily rolled her 
eyes, which | thought was pretty hypocritical given that we’d both just 


spent half an hour admiring that loot. “Did you get to take any 
Warframes with you?” 


“Yeah. Max and the others in GUARD have been using them as 
proxies in Europe and Asia, since no one’s likely to connect the dots 
between ‘American Cape Team’ and ‘Freaky European Biomechs’. | 
don't like using mine, though. Transference doesn’t interact well with 
my...” she hesitated, eyes darting to the ring on her finger. “State.” 


That was awkward, so | quickly changed the topic, and the 
conversation wandered on from there. We talked about happier 
places and more pleasant memories, until we eventually arrived at 
the current jump. 


“So how’s high school?” 


“| want to get my GED,” | said. Emily laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure 
it’s hilarious, miss skipped-a-year.” 


“Let me enjoy my schadenfreude,” she said. “Okay, I’m done. Do you 
care about actually taking the test, or should | just bribe the proctor 
to pass you?” 


The question caught me off guard. “That’s an option?” 


“They're teachers, they're extremely affordable to bribe.” Ouch. “The 
obvious way to do it is by cheating with a gifted power or something, 
but we might as well cut out the middleman.” 


“Or cut in the middleman.” 


“Or that. I'll get you in soon: next week should be doable.” The 
conversation lapsed for a moment, before Emily said, “So | saw you 
stuffed Dinah in the Warehouse.” 


“That wasn’t my idea!” | protested. “I asked Zero if she could help, 
and she told me she'd take care of it. Now, | fully admit | should have 


asked how she planned to take care of it, but | had other things to 
worry about!” 


“Oh, it’s not a problem. Just make sure you remember to let her out 
before we leave, or we'll have another stowaway on our hands.” 


“Ace said something about that, earlier,” | said, trying to remember 
the conversation. “He mentioned Maeve and Darkness, | think.” 


“Darkness doesn’t really count; she invited herself along, but at least 
she asked.” Emily tapped her fingers on the arm of the couch as she 
thought. “Jennifer’s another borderline case; Max could have kicked 
her out, but didn’t. Garrus was an accidental pickup; he took a bullet 
to the head and needed Warehouse-grade medical care, but Max 
tripped the Scenario End flag before he was up and walking again, 
and Management decided to fuck with us rather than being polite 
and letting us discharge him before the transfer. | think Max is happy 
he’s along all the same, but it wasn’t exactly a conventional 
recruitment. Who else... Kara got into the Warehouse somehow- 
Management denies knowledge of how, which | don’t believe simply 
because they should be really, really worried if they actually don’t 
know-and refused to leave until Max ‘fixed things’. Max called her 
bluff, and now she’s stuck with us.” 


Emily was rattling off names faster than | could keep track, and | had 
to resort to counting on my fingers. “That’s... five different people? 
Across how many jumps?” 


“Sixty or seventy, | think?” Emily shrugged. “I’ve been here for fifty 
six, though | didn’t insert in all of them.” 


“You got in early, then.” 


“| suppose | did. |...” She paused, then sighed. “I try not to resent it, 
because it’s not something any of us could control, and 
Management's goals are... alien... but | can’t help but think things 
would have gone better if she’d come to Earth-my Earth-with a bit 
more firepower.” 


“Yeah,” | said lamely. | was tempted to ask more about exactly how 
that had gone, but | doubted she wanted to talk about it, so instead, | 
asked, “How many times have you inserted?” 


“Forty four,” she said without hesitation. 


“Then if Max visited you around jump ten, you’re probably about four 
times as strong as she was then, right? Maybe five times, if you were 
really early.” 


Emily shrugged. “It’s hard to judge. The slot restrictions are 
supposed to slow things down and level the playing field, | think, but 
they just reward seniority even harder in the long run. It’s frustrating; 
we only get about half as much ‘space’ as we get new things. It’s like 
a treadmill; | almost look forward to jumps with no good perks on 
offer, because | get a chance to catch up to all the powers | have 
sitting around waiting to be slotted.” 


That was actually kind of insidious, when she described it like that; it 
reminded me a bit of the various tricks freemium games would use to 
keep players coming back. Like it was tailor made to make you think, 
Just one more jump. 


| Kept those thoughts to myself. 


There wasn’t anything else to add to that conversation, and stories 
about the various stowaways had reminded me of something I’d 
been meaning to ask anyway. “You mentioned Garrus needing 
‘Warehouse-grade medical care’. | assume the Warehouse can treat 
brain damage?” 


“The medical center can heal anything short of death.” Emily gave 
me an appraising look. “You're thinking about Shadow Stalker?” 


“Yeah. That’s my fault; | suggested that she’d be vulnerable to 
pepper spray. | had no idea how vulnerable she’d be.” 


“There are easier options. I’m sure Jenn can brew a healing potion 
strong enough to help.” 


“That's a relief.” That solved the question of how to heal her. I’d still 
need to figure out how to get her to take the potion... and if she even 
wanted it. Things | really wanted to worry about /ater. “On another 
topic entirely: do you know if the Warehouse has a manufactory or 
something? Because | want to make myself another costume.” 


Emily nodded. “You want the Workshop. Here, I'll show you.” She led 
me into the Warehouse, to one of the buildings along the side of the 
park rather than in the town. From the outside, it looked like a cross 
between a fantasy-world smithy and an industrial plant. The inside 
had a similarly mismatched look, hand-pumped bellows sitting side 
by side with motorized conveyor belts, power tools both hand-held 
and floor-mounted, and a number of bizarre mash-ups of crafting 
benches from different works; the walls were completely covered 
with cabinets full of raw materials, from iron and copper through silk, 
kevlar, and weirder materials like ‘armorweave’ and ‘ceramalloy’. | 
couldn't fully automate the process, but with her help | was able to 
produce a new costume in just under two hours, plus a spare jacket 
for each, just in case | had to shuck one to escape a grapple- 
unlikely, given my powers, but proper preparation prevents poor 
performance. | decided to exercise my ability to vary the costume, 
changing the colors a bit and going crazy with the wig. 


“Cosplaying?” Emily asked when | tried the hairpiece on. 
| pouted. “I have the show on the brain, okay?” 


“That’s not a denial...” She caught the wrench | threw at her head 
easily. 
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Since | was in the Warehouse anyway, it only made sense to runa 
couple errands while | was here. The first was a visit to Jenn, who 
was in the game room building a deck for some trading card game | 


wasn't familiar with. | ran through the problem as succinctly as | 
could. 


“Emily-uh, that is, Homura-said that you could probably help, so, uh, 
here | am,” | concluded awkwardly. 


“| can definitely help,” Jenn said proudly. “It won't be easy, though. I'll 
need to brew a ‘brain revitalizing’ potion specifically, since anything 
more conceptual is going to run afoul of the O-C-P depower.” 

“You have a recipe for that?” 


“Nope! I’ll need a week for research, maybe two if the first approach 
doesn’t pan out. She’s not getting any worse, right?” 


“| don’t think so,” | said. 


“Great, then time’s not an issue. I'll let you know when | have a 
better estimate. The actual brewing should only take a few hours 
unless | need to get into really exotic techniques, so as soon as | 
have a recipe, | can make it whenever you want.” 


“Thank you,” | said earnestly. “What can | do to pay you back?” 
“Don’t worry about it!” she said. “It’s my hobby, anyway, and knowing 
someone is going to use them just makes it more fun. Why do you 
think we have so many potions stockpiled?” 

“Emergencies?” | guessed. 


Jenn laughed. “I wouldn't call me being bored an emergency!” 


“Still, | owe you. If you need anything-a favor, a hand, a loan, 
company, whatever-don’t hesitate to ask.” 


“| won't.” She thought about for a few seconds, then added, “Say, | 
was thinking about doing a side jump if the next world was another 
crapsack. Would you like to come?” 


“Sure!” 


“You don’t have to!” she insisted. “Just, you know, if there’s nothing 
good on offer, we could go on an adventure together.” 


| smiled. “That sounds great. If Management throws us at Pact, or 
something, we’re gone.” 


Having a plan of action lightened my spirits quite a bit, but there was 
another concern | had to deal with, so | tracked down Diane to 
discuss Dinah’s... | wanted to call it ‘accommodations’, but couldn’t 
help but think of it as ‘captivity’. | probably wouldn’t have been able 
to find her if Jenn hadn't pointed me in the right direction; she was in 
a greenhouse off the side of the park, rather than one of the 
buildings in town. Well, Jenn called it a greenhouse, but that was a 
bit of a misnomer; despite looking like a plain modern brick building 
from the outside, the door seemed to lead out of a large country 
house into a massive garden, a simple picket fence marking the 
boundary of the false space. Diane was kneeling in the dirt just off 
the flagstone path, tying young stalks to stakes. 


“Hello, Diane,” | said. “Gardening?” 

“Gardening,” she agreed. “These are tomatoes.” She finished tying 
off the stalk and moved onto the next as she spoke. “We don’t need 
to grow our own food, obviously, but | find caring for plants to be 
comforting.” 

“Makes sense to me.” 


“| assume you didn’t come over here to watch me garden, though,” 
she said. “How can | help you?” 


“| was wondering how Dinah’s doing. Zero seems to have handed 
her off to you.” 


“| volunteered,” Diane said. “She’s been enjoying herself immensely. 
Having her power under control has been a huge relief for her.” 


“Good. She’s not bored, or homesick?” 


“No.” She looked up from the vines with a smile. “She’s been treating 
this as a wonderful adventure.” 


“That’s...” It took me a moment to figure out a proper adjective for 
that sort of attitude. “... resilient of her?” 


“She’s still at the age where Narnia feels like something that could 
happen to her,” Diane said. “Do you know how long her ‘adventure’ 
iS going to last?” 

“The current estimate is one to two weeks.” 


“That long?” she asked. | flinched. “That’s not a judgment, | just 
expected you to be more... direct.” 


“I’m giving Tattletale a chance to set up,” | explained. “I ‘offered her 
the keys to the kingdom’, to use her words, and she accepted.” 


“Ah.” She nodded in understanding, practiced fingers working on the 
vines without her needing to look. “You know, if you want to be 
thorough, | can skim through his mind for you.” 

“That’s... generous. And creepy.” 

Diane frowned slightly as she turned back to her work. “If you’ve 
already decided to kill him, reading his mind isn’t really a concern, is 
it?” 


“|... | don’t know. | guess I’m used to thinking as violating a mind as 
worse than murder?” 


“It’s not violating a mind. It’s barely worse than reading his mail.” 
“Stealing mail is a federal offense,” | pointed out. 


Diane let out an exasperated chuckle. “You're polluting the 
metaphor, dear.” 


“| know, | know... sorry, still not comfortable with some stuff, you 
know?” 


“You don’t need to apologize. You've got it twice over; your home 
timeline didn’t have any of this, and now you're in a world where 
telepathy is pretty much anathema due to the Simurgh.” 


“Damn,” | muttered. “I hadn’t even thought of that.” 


“Cultural bias is very real. That’s not the reason | didn’t insert, this 
Jump, but in hindsight, not having to deal with that is a plus.” 


“You couldn’t just... not slot it?” | regretted the question as soon as | 
said it, since | immediately realized how insensitive it sounded-you 
wouldn't gouge out your eyes to visit a world that shuns sight, would 
you?-but the response wasn’t what I’d expected. 


“I’m a natural telepath. It’s not a perk.” 


“Oh.” And that’s yet another way it could be insensitive. At least she 
seemed to find my question amusing, rather than insulting. 


Diane finished with the line of tomato plants and stood up, dusting 
her hands clean with two short pats. “It’s up to you whether you want 
my help. If you want to do this yourselves, I’m not going to tell you 
otherwise.” 


“| mean...” | looked away awkwardly. “I’m not sure how I'd pitch the 
offer to Tattletale, and it sounds like Dinah wouldn't mind the delay, 
but her parents must be worried sick.” 


“| can deal with that,” Diane said. “It’s likely Coil isn’t paying any 
attention at all to her parents, now that she’s off the board. If they 
agree to keep it quiet, | can set up some phone calls, maybe even let 
them see her.” 


“Good. Uh, thank you.” | laughed awkwardly. “I should probably have 
said that earlier. And to Zero, too.” 


“Better late than never.” She stepped forward and moved me gently 
towards the door, shooing me out of the garden. “Zero’s in the 
arcade again,” she told me. “Off you go.” 
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With my errands (and thanks) complete, | stepped out of the 
Warehouse back into my living room, then headed over to the 
Undersider’s loft to drop off one of my costumes. Taylor wasn't there, 
which was a little surprising. Alec was playing videogames, which 
wasn’t. “Hey, nerd,” | said in greeting. 


“Hey, toon.” 
“Hi, Kasey,” Lisa called from her room. 


“Hi!” | left Alec to his amusements and headed back to the rooms 
and stuck my head around the door to Lisa’s cubby. The space was 
a mess, the floor covered in clothes and papers; the clearest surface 
was, ironically, the desk pushed into one corner. Lisa herself was 
lying on her back on a mattress in the middle of the floor, tapping 
away at her laptop from atop a pile of messy sheets and laundry. 
“How’s your day going?” | asked. 


“Fine. Great, actually,” she said, glancing up at me before returning 
to whatever she was doing on the computer. “Slept like a baby last 
night. I’d forgotten what it felt like to not have at least a minor 
headache.” | raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t had a chance to fully let 
my power reset in a long time, that’s all. How about you?” 


“Good. Productive. Actually, | want your opinion on something, one 
moment.” | ducked into the bathroom and changed into the new 
costume. I’d brightened up the accents a bit to contrast the black and 
dark blue base, orange and gold replacing the light blue and white. 
The wig was the largest change; rather than a short, spiky frost- 
colored arrangement, | now had a massive mane of blonde hair 
streaked through with other, wackier colors pulled into a high pony- 


tail. | knocked on Lisa’s (open) door when I'd finished changing. 
“What do you think?” 


She took a moment to look over the changes. “It’s... fine, | guess? 
No better or worse than your first suit. Most capes stick to the same 
look, but it’s not like there’s a rule that says you can’t change it up. 
You've still got the same basic pattern and silhouette, crazy hair 
aside, So you're going to be recognizable.” Lisa paused, and | could 
see her eyes following the wig down my back. “You know, if you were 
anyone else, I’d tell you off for having a giant ‘grab me’ sign on your 
head.” 


“My power would make them regret trying.” I’d tested it before going 
whole-hog on the hairpiece, and | had a couple options for screwing 
with anyone who grabbed my hair. | could just make the wig too slick 
to hold, or turn up the tensile strength, mass, and friction to the point 
it would be like sticking a hand into a whirling mass of piano wire. 
“Besides,” | added with a look at her own mop of hair, “I really don’t 
think you’re in any position to throw stones, there.” 


“I’m not a hand-to-hand fighter,” she said with a grin. “Did you spend 
all morning getting that ready?” 


“Yeah.” | pulled the mask-wig back off. “| wanted to have a spare 
costume to leave here. Which do you think | should leave?” 


“Hmm. It’s not a huge change, so | don’t think it matters too much. 
Probably whichever one you like better; you can leave the other at 
home as a Spare.” 


“That's the plan. What | need help with is picking which one that is.” 
If 'd had a clear preference, | wouldn’t have needed to ask for help. 


“This one, then,” Lisa said. “You like it better, you’re just hesitant 
about making a change, and...” she squinted at me, “... 
embarrassed about the hair? Then why-about where you got the 
idea? Where?” 


“l’m changing back now.” | closed her door on her out of pettiness, 
which meant | felt obligated to knock after I’d finished changing. 


“| didn’t suddenly get naked in the five minutes it took you to change, 
weirdo,” Lisa called through the door. | took a second to stop 
imagining her naked, then opened the door to see her grinning at me 
like she knew exactly what she’d done. “You can use the chair by the 
desk if you don’t want to just stand in the doorway. Any idea what 
Taylor’s doing today?” 


| picked my way across the room, trying to step on as little of her 
laundry as | could. “No, haven’t heard from her today. | figured she’d 
be here, to be honest.” | grabbed the folding chair and turned it 
towards her before sitting down. “You know anything about that?” 


“She’s hiding from me,” she said. 
It sounded like a joke, but | still had to ask, “What did you do~?” 


“I’m not serious. | took her shopping yesterday while you were at 
school, stuffed her into some clothes that would actually show off her 
figure. She’s really self-conscious about not having ‘curves’, but ‘thin’ 
is a look, and she’s got it.” 


Ah, right, that had been a thing. I’d forgotten about that; it was lucky 
Lisa was picking up the slack on the socially-rehabilitate-Taylor front. 
“You didn’t have to do that.” Come to think of it, | wasn’t sure why 
she had. Taylor wasn’t anywhere near as close to the edge as she 
would have been without me; | had both my own impression and the 
Journal to confirm that. 


“| don’t have to do a lot of things.” Lisa closed the laptop and set it 
aside, giving me her full attention. “Taylor needs friends, plural.” 
Funny that I’d said something similar to Taylor the day we’d met the 
team. “Il can see what you see in her. That said, | recognize a project 
case when | see one. You’re really set on saving her, aren’t you?” 


The observation caught me off guard. “I... that’s...” | shut up and 
thought, rather than stuttering foolishly. Was that really what | was 
doing? 


“That's not a criticism,” Lisa reassured me. “I can understand it, 
sympathize, even. | want to help her, too, and if I’m helping you at 
the same time, then maybe I’m paying you back a little.” 


“... thanks,” | said, for lack of anything better to say. “Sorry, it’s just 
that ‘save’ is a loaded term. It implies...” something, although | 
couldn't put my finger on exactly what the problem was. 


“It implies that the person being saved is helpless,” she said, 
following my thoughts to their end conclusion. “That’s the difference 
between ‘helping’ and ‘saving’: whether or not the person in trouble 
is able to contribute to their own rescue.” 


“Agency.” Another thing that had come up in conversation between 
Taylor and I. 


“Exactly. Taylor’s gotten used to having no power, no agency, no way 
to improve her situation. She doesn’t have any faith in her ability to 
accomplish anything. She would be a hero, if she did.” That was... 
extremely harsh. Was she really saying that Taylor had only followed 
me onto the team because she felt useless alone? “I’m sorry, Kasey, 
but it’s true. She chose you over her own goals, because she 
needed a friend more than she cared about anything else, even her 
sense of right and wrong.” 


What about Sophia? | almost asked, but Lisa didn’t know that story. 
From a certain point of view, that was my fault, anyway. “Fuck,” | 
cursed. “What kind of friend am | if I’d lead her into this kind of life 
against her own moral compass?” 


“Leading and being followed are different,” she said. “You didn’t tell 
her to come with you, did you?” 


“No, | didn’t. | made sure to tell her we'd stay friends no matter what 
she chose.” 


“Well, then at least you know it was her choice, even if you 
influenced it. It’s not like you forced her into a life of crime. She 
wanted to stay close to you, and she made choices to make that 
happen.” Thanks for still making it sound like my fault. “Ugh, I’m not 
good at helping people with my power. It tends to point out things 
they don’t want to hear.” 


“No, really?” | asked, voice thick with sarcasm. Lisa huffed and 
pouted. “I’ve probably not been the best friend to her, really,” | 
admitted, as much to myself as to her. “Hell, half of the time we’ve 
spent ‘together’ has been helping her learn to fight.” It was probably 
close to two thirds of the time, even including lunch hour and 
‘extracurriculars’. 


“Who’s idea was that?” 


When was the last time I’d stopped to ask her? I’d asked on 
Tuesday, and she’d gone straight back to training. “Hers...” 


“Then stop blaming yourself, you sad-sack. If she’s more 
comfortable sparring than ‘friend-ing’ with you, keep being her 
trainer, and I'll work on drawing her farther out of her comfort Zone. 
Deal?” 


“| reserve the right to join you on your socializing expeditions.” 


“Of course,” Lisa said immediately. “I'll call you next time. We can try 
to schedule it around school, if you’re too straight to skip.” 


| shook my head. “Gonna get my GED soon. Sick of sitting through 
lessons | already know.” Oops, that might have been too much 
information; Lisa didn’t comment on it, though. “I appreciate you 
reaching out to Taylor.” 


“I’m not doing it for you,” she said, not unkindly. “She was pretty 
close to the edge, not too long ago, wasn’t she?” 


| nodded. “Yeah.” For all the good | tried to do, Taylor’s scars ran 
deep. “Do you think I’m actually helping her?” 


“Of course!” Lisa said, surprised. “What did you think you were 
doing?” 


“Saving her?” 


“Ah. Hmm.” She stared off into space for a minute. “I don’t know. 
Maybe. Does it matter?” 


That was a good question. “I don’t know.” 


“Then just keep doing what you're doing. It can’t be bad for her, 
either way. Same for me, right?” 


“| guess.” I'd just keep doing what | could to help, and so would Lisa. 
Wait, that wasn’t what she meant, was it? | glanced back at her, and 
she winked at me. Clever wordplay, Lisa. Very clever. “You know 
how long it’s going to take for the money to come through?” 


“A week, thereabouts. Boss has to move it carefully, and he’s still 
evaluating the documents. That'll probably add about fifty grand to 
the total payout. Call it an extra eight grand each. Pretty good, 
right?” 


| didn’t remember it taking that long. Then again, | think Taylor had a 
concussion for a week from the bombing. “We really cleaned them 
out, huh?” | asked with forced cheer. 


“Yeah. Central’s still trying to downplay the actual theft, but it'll have 
to come out eventually when they file their insurance claims. They’re 
hoping the public will have forgotten the whole thing by the time they 
have to admit how much we took.” 


“How long do they have?” 


“Not sure. Don’t really care. Does it matter?” 


“Not really. Just wondering how likely it was to work. Say, speaking 
of the money, what are you going to spend your payout on?” 


“Knowing my life, coffee and tylenol. You?” 


“Dunno. Maybe some of that black market stuff you mentioned?” | 
wasn’t eager to spend it in the first place, not after learning what it 
had cost. “Seriously, you’re not going to spend thirty grand on 
painkillers and caffeine, not if you plan to live through the end of the 
year.” 


“Try me.” | stuck my tongue out at her. “Fine, fine. | actually live off 
this stuff, so it'll be going into rent payments. Boring, right?” 


“Truly. | guess Brian will be doing the same, since he doesn’t live 
here, obviously. And Alec is probably going to buy more games.” 


“Assembling dossiers on us, Kasey?” Lisa’s grin widened. “Such 
devious intelligence gathering.” 


“But of course. Without any clues as to your shadowy boss, it 
behooves me to gather what little scraps | can manage.” I’m sure my 
own grin was as shit-eating as hers, by now. “Of course, | still need 
nicknames for the rest of you. Maybe Alec should be Jayne.” | 
glanced in the direction | knew Alec’s room was, with its crown- 
painted door. “Man walks around in a hat like that, you know he ain’t 
afraid of anything.” 


She shook her head. “I really don’t get your references at all.” 
“That’s a damn shame, Nancy Dee,” | drawled. “A damn shame.” 


She threw a sock at my head. “I got that one, you jerk!” 


| tried to visit Sophia again that evening, but an hour of loitering in 
the visitor’s center of the hospital failed to conjure up another 
plainclothes officer. She wasn’t answering her texts either; she 
probably still didn’t have her phone. The only thing | could do was 
leave a coded message on her home phone, in which | told Mrs. 
Hess that I’d ‘heard Sophia had an accident’ from ‘a mutual friend’ 
and asked her to have Sophia call me when she got home. 


| hoped she was doing okay. 


Sunday, | spent the morning with Emily again. It was a nice, quiet, 
domestic morning watching TV and just... living. Which was spoiled 
when Emily’s phone chimed and she immediately stopped play- 
acting at enjoying the experience. She disappeared into timestop on 
some errand or another, and | grabbed a coat and stormed off into 
the city, the familial illusion shattered. 


| rode the busses for a while, heading towards the loft without a 
conscious decision, but | realized | didn’t really want to talk to any of 
the Undersiders. It wasn’t like | could explain why | was unhappy. | 
skipped the normal stop and got off a few stops later, no destination 
in mind. | was deep in the docks, at this point; it was inhabited, unlike 
the desolation around the loft, but it was a neighborhood where the 
police response time would be ‘after the gunfire stops.’ In hindsight | 
wonder if | wasn’t subconsciously hoping for a mugger to take out 
some frustration on. 


What | got was a freak encounter with the pavement when | turned a 
corner and tripped over the leads of four different dogs. “Gyah!” | 
yelled as my face bounced harmlessly off the sidewalk. “Fuck, sorry 
ma-Rachel?” 


“Watch where you're going,” Rachel snapped. “You could have hurt 
them.” 


“Sorry,” | repeated. “I wasn’t paying attention.” 


“Obviously.” She turned and continued on her way. 


| really hadn’t spent any time with Rachel at all. | had a school 
friendship with Taylor, a conspiracy with Lisa, and a leisure-ship with 
Alec. Brian and Rachel, though, I’d neglected. 


“Hey, Rachel?” | called. 

“What?” she called back crossly, not pausing at all. 
“Can | walk with you?” 

“No.” 

“Please?” | asked. 

Now she stopped, turning around to look at me. “Why?” 


“Because | haven't spent any time with you at all and | want to get to 
know everyone.” 


“Don’t need to know me,” she said. 
“| want to,” | repeated. 


We stared at each other for a few moments. | could only vaguely 
remember what Taylor had done to-fuck, was this manipulation 
again? Was it better, more honest, that | couldn’t remember more 
than ‘helped with dogs’? 


| wasn’t lying. | wanted to get to Know her better than just the weird, 
fragmented outline of a person | had in my head. Intent matters! 
“Look, | can just... I’ll just walk. You can talk if you want to. Or not.” 


“Fine.” She turned and resumed her walk, and | hurried to catch up. 
We walked through the docks, heading in the vague direction of 
downtown and stopping every so often when one of the dogs did 
something that Rachel needed to correct. It was a very different 
experience than I'd ever had walking a dog. | had no doubt that 
Rachel knew exactly what the dogs were thinking, what they wanted, 
and what they should do. The way she managed them with only a 


look or gesture was downright shocking compared to how | was used 
to people training their dogs-which is to say, not training their dogs. 


The city changed slowly around us as we went, people growing more 
frequent, shops . Rachel seemed to relax as we went, probably 
because | was keeping my promise to shut up. She tensed up the 
first few times she noticed me trailing along, but after a couple blocks 
she seemed content with the arrangement. For my part, | was just 
hoping she’d break the silence. 


Eventually, after about a mile, she did. “You ever have a dog?” she 
asked. 


“Not me, no. Friends and family did.” 

“They treat them right?” 

“They tried,” | hedged. “They weren't as good as you, but they cared. 
They made sure they were fed and healthy, tried to keep them 
happy, you know?” 

“What'd they do wrong?” she asked. 


“Training, mostly. None of the dogs | knew back home were trained 
well.” 


Rachel harrumphed, but didn’t say more than that. A block or so 
later, she asked, “Did you want a dog?” 


“No.” 
She looked at me like | was crazy. “Why not?” 


“’m not good with animals. | mean, I’m not bad with handling 
animals, but | wouldn’t want to take care of one. I’d mess it up.” 


“You want me to teach you how to care for a dog?” she asked 
suspiciously. It wasn’t an offer. 


“No, that’s not why I’m here. | just wanted to spend some time with 
you.” 


“Why?” 


“You said you didn’t like me, yesterday,” | said. “| want to change 
that.” 


“You come out here looking for me?” 


“No, | didn’t know you were out here at all.” Meeting Rachel had 
actually been successful at distracting me from my original problem- 
at least, until she asked about it. “I... | just needed to be away from 
home for a bit. | don’t want to talk about it.” 


“You get in a fight with your parents or something?” 


“| may as well not have parents,” | grumbled. “My mom’s off in San 
Francisco or Honolulu or Anchorage or whatever, doing... whatever 
business stuff she does. And my dad...” | didn’t finish the thought. It 
was still a sore subject. 


| wasn’t sure if having a parent in the picture would make things with 
Emily better or worse. On the one hand, maybe having some sort of 
normalcy would help. On the other, | worried I'd have ended up 
constantly comparing them to my ‘real’ family, and | didn’t think Emily 
would be willing to open up at all around a ‘family member’ she knew 
she'd be leaving. 

“You eat enough?” 

The question caught me off-guard. “What?” 

“You eat enough?” Rachel repeated. 

“Yeah...?” 


“Good.” 


Where had that come from? Was she... | think she was. She was 
worried about me, wondering if not having parents around meant | 
didn’t have food. 


Huh. 


| studied Rachel as we walked. Her body language was... a 
completely invalid source of information, since | didn’t Know which of 
her mannerisms were normal human gestures and which were more 
canine. It seemed to be able the same as when we’d started, for 
whatever that was worth. | couldn’t remember Rachel's history 
beyond the most basic points. Her trigger event involved her mother 
trying to drown her puppy, if | remembered correctly. What had 
happened after that? She’d have had to run, live on the streets... 
shit, my whining was probably poking at some trauma. 


Given how much life had shit on Rachel ‘Bitch’ Lindt, everything was 
probably poking at one trauma or another. 


Still, the fact that’s cared enough to ask was encouraging, so | 
decided to take a bit of initiative. 


“Your dogs are amazingly well trained,” | said. 


“Not amazing,” she said. “They learn what | teach them. People just 
suck at teaching their dogs.” 


“Fair enough.” 


“Most people shouldn’t own dogs. They don’t want dogs. They want 
toys, or dolls.” 


“Yeah.” 


“They don’t understand what their dog needs, and they get angry 
when their dog tries to get it, and then they throw the dog away.” She 
pointed to one of the dogs she was walking, a gray... dog. | didn’t 
know shit about dog breeds. “That one’s Oscar. His breed needs 


space to run. Family had him in a small flat, and he knocked over all 
the furniture because he didn’t have enough space. They gave him 


up.” 


| looked at Oscar, trotting along at the end of his leash. He’d been 
pulling, earlier, and Rachel had needed to stop and correct hima 
couple times before he’d settled down to her pace, but he was doing 
well now. | was starting to wonder if her power did give her some 
level of control over dogs, even if it was just some sort of 
communication thing, because | wasn’t sure anyone else could have 
that kind of effect that fast. 


Then again, | knew exactly jack shit about dogs. Maybe she was just 
a mundane-level dog whisperer. 


“| imagine a lot of dogs have stories like that,” | said. 

“Too many. Idiots don’t ask the right questions.” 

“Have you ever met someone you thought should own a dog?” 
She shot a glare at me. “What are you saying?” 


“I’m just wondering if there are people who can care for dogs 
properly. You know, to your standards.” 


“My standards?” Rachel repeated angrily. 

“You're really good with dogs! | mean, really, really, good. Obviously. 
| was just... have you met anyone who you thought, ‘Yeah, this is 
okay’? Or do people just always suck?” 


Rachel glowered into the distance, considering the question. 


“Some people are better than others,” she allowed, “but everyone 
gets something wrong. They don’t understand their dogs.” 


| nodded. “That's why | didn’t want a dog. | Know | wouldn’t 
understand it. | wouldn’t know if | was doing something wrong.” 


“Least you know enough not to get a dog,” Rachel said. 

“Yeah. | looked after a friend’s dog, once, and | was always stressed 
that | hadn’t given him enough food, or too much food, or that he 
needed a longer walk than | had time for, or-” 

“You’re dumb,” she said. 

“What?” 

“You're dumb. | get it. You don’t have to go on and on about it.” 


“That wasn’t what | was saying,” | grumbled. 


“Sounded like it. If the dog’s hungry, give him food. If he’s not hungry, 
don’t give him more. It’s not fucking hard.” 


“| can’t tell whether or not a dog’s hungry. That’s what | meant. | don’t 
speak dog. | don’t understand what they’re thinking.” 


“How do you not understand?” she asked. 


“Well... okay, this might make you angry, but I’m going to say it 
anyway.” If she wanted to hit me, that was fine; it'd bounce off. “I 
don’t understand dogs the same way you don’t understand people.” 


Rachel didn’t get angry about that, to my surprise. “Dogs make 
sense,” she said. “They aren't hiding a ton of bullshit with words and 
shit. They’re honest.” 


“| don’t think people hide as much as you might think. They just 
assume you get it.” 


“That’s dumb,” she said. “Why not just say what they mean?” 
“Well, they do, they just... they say it in ways you don’t get. Eye 


contact, movements. Like... you can tell a lot about what a dog 
thinks by it’s ears and tail, right?” 


“Duh.” 


“Well... humans don’t have dog ears or tails. They use other signals. 
Sometimes they use the same signals, but they mean totally different 
things, like showing teeth.” | kept an eye on her, trying to gauge if 
she was getting upset, but she looked... thoughtful. Or maybe 
doubtful. “Il don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who can work with dogs 
the way you do, but it’s pretty clear you’re not really, uh, comfortable 
around people.” 


“Doesn't matter,” she said. “I have my dogs. | don’t need people.” 


“Okay.” | wasn’t going to start an argument with her now. “If you do 
need something, like if you need to move a couple hundred pounds 
of dog food or whatever, you can call me.” 


“| don’t need help.” 
“If you want help, then.” 


Rachel turned her head away and yawned into the back of her hand, 
and | shut up. | wasn’t sure exactly what that meant beyond the 
obvious interpretation of ‘you're boring me’, but it wasn’t a stretch to 
think she wanted the conversation to end. Neither of us said 
anything for another couple of blocks. 


She whistled as we arrived at a street corner, and Brutus and Judas 
stopped walking. The other two dogs continued for half a step before 
they noticed, at which point they quickly hurried back into position. 
Rachel watched this impassively, then turned to face me. “I’m going 
home now,” she said. “Goodbye.” 


That, at least, was easy to interpret. “Goodbye,” | said. “Maybe we 
can do this again?” 


Rachel ignored my offer. 


aX SSX SSX ==> 


| skipped class all day Monday, since I'd be testing out this week, but 
still turned up for lunch. After all, | had news. 


“Hey, Kasey,” Taylor said as | sat down next to her. I’d brought 
another sandwich; she had a cold chicken breast and a cup of potato 
salad. 


al 


| gave us both a few minutes to eat before | started talking. “I think | 
have an answer,” | said. “For... you know.” 


Taylor’s eyes widened slightly. “How soon?” 
“A week, maybe two.” 
“Good,” Taylor said. “That’s, uh, that’s good.” 


“Yeah.” | rested my chin in my hands, staring out across the 
cafeteria. “I still don’t Know how we're actually going to give it to her.” 


“Well... uh, what is it?” 

“It’s a drink.” 

“Another one of those dr-those drinks,” Taylor said. “Special order?” 
“Something like that,” | said. | surreptitiously glanced over towards 
Emma’s posse, but she was firmly planted in her circle of 
sycophants, and showed no interest in us at all. 


“Not something that can be disguised?” 


“No.” | drummed the fingers of my free hand on the table as | 
thought. No sudden wisdom appeared. “The only thing | can think of 
is just... walking up to her house and telling her, ‘Hey, drink this, it'll 
cure you. Honest.” 


“Then do that.” 


“What about you?” 


“What about me?” Taylor asked. “It’s not like it’s ‘from’ me, not really. 
Uh...” She glanced around, then whispered, “How much is this going 
to cost you, exactly?” 


“Favors,” | replied. Taylor looked concerned, so | added, “It’s not 
going to be anything dire. We’re on good terms.” 


“If you need any help, or your friend asks for something | can handle, 
I'll do it. Just ask.” 


“Thanks.” | was pretty sure it wouldn’t come up, but if Jenn wanted a 
spider-silk costume for some reason | guess | could pass the request 
along. “What | really need is a plan. Or an excuse, or... an 
explanation.” 


Taylor hummed her agreement. 
“So you don’t want to be involved at all?” 
“Don’t see why | should,” she said. “She’s not my friend.” 


“That's true...” | thought for a moment, then added, “It is your 
responsibility, though, just as much as mine.” 


“You said you weren't going to make an issue out of it.” 


“| said | wasn’t going to make a demand. I’m asking you because | 
think you should be involved.” 


“Me being there won't mean anything unless I... you know.” 
“Unless we have an explanation,” | said. 
“Yeah.” 


| glanced at Emma again, and found no change there. “How’s school 
been? Still hell?” 


“Better, surprisingly,” she said. “Punching Julia actually helped. 
People are scared of me, now.” 


“That’s... good?” 


“It works,” she said. “I’m... trying not to enjoy it. You know, the way | 
did at the, uh, park.” 


“Right.” 


“Mostly,” she continued, “it means that no one is willing to approach 
me alone, and groups are easy to avoid. Madison still gives me 
trouble in class sometimes, so, |, uh, pranked her.” 


“What did you do, exactly?” 


“She likes to steal my homework, so | drew a little spider on the 
page.” Taylor looked around, then leaned in and whispered, “Then | 
put a big, fat spider on the paper when she reached for it, and hid it 
when she screamed, So it looked like she was freaking out over a 
crappy little dot with eight lines.” 


| couldn't stop myself from laughing, because it was a good trick, 
but... “That’s a pretty harsh prank.” 


She cocked her head. “Come on, Kasey, it’s just a little scare.” 

“It’s gaslighting.” 

Taylor grimaced. “Fuck, it is, isn’t it? | guess | can’t keep doing that.” 
“How many times did you do it?” 

“Only once,” she said, “but | was planning to do it again if she tried to 
steal more of my stuff.” Taylor chewed on her lip for a moment. 
“Having them tiptoe around me is nice, but they’re going to try again 


sooner or later. | promised Dad | wouldn’t get in another fight. 
What?” she demanded as | stifled a laugh. 


“The last ‘fight’ you were in was at the ‘park’,” | pointed out, fingers in 
full air-quote mode. 


“That doesn’t count!” 

“Why not?” 

“Because he doesn’t know it was me!” she said. 
| couldn’t argue with that logic. 

BE) ea) Ge 


| didn’t bother going to school at all on Tuesday, since | couldn’t be 
there to meet Taylor for lunch; around noon, | drove up to Concord 
for the GED, administered in a spare room of one of the city’s 
community colleges. The proctor asked me for my identification, 
confiscated my purse, and handed me two booklets: one was the 
test, and the other was for my answers. | wasn’t actually sure what 
Emily had arranged until | sat down and opened the test book to find 
myself looking at the answer key. It felt like | soent a week numbly 
copying answers from the booklet into the response notebook. 


The fact that | could probably have done fine without cheating helped 
ease the shame a little, but not completely. | don’t think borrowing a 
perfect memory or intelligence perk would have given me the same 
degree of guilt, even if it was just as much a cheat as what | was 
doing; maybe the fact that | was doing something that real, not- 
Jumpchain people could do made it worse. My wonderful skill of 
compartmentalization let me ignore the question once I'd finished. 


When | finally got my purse back, | pulled out my phone to message 
Emily that | was heading back, only to see that | had a message from 
her waiting for me, along with a half-dozen others from Taylor, Lisa, 
and Sophia, both voicemails and texts. 


The Teeth were back in Brockton Bay. 
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Chapter 22: Blitz 


Chapter 22: Blitz 


| sent Emily a quick acknowledgment, then dialed Taylor first. She 
picked up quickly. “Hello?” 


“Taylor! Are you okay?” 

“Who-Kasey! Did you see the news?” 

“| got your message.” And Lisa’s. And Sophia’s. “You okay?” 
“Yeah. Sitting in the loft watching TV. Where are you?” 

“Up in Concord.” 

“What?” she asked. “Why?” 

“Testing out of school.” 

“Lucky,” Taylor said enviously. “When do you find out if you pass?” 
“| don’t know.” Not officially, anyway. “You sure you’re okay? Safe?” 
“Yeah, of course. It’s nowhere near us.” 

“Good. Stay there. What about your dad?” 

“His office is up near the coast. He’ll be fine.” 

“Glad to hear it. Sorry, | have to return a lot of messages, I'll call 
back when I’m back in Brockton.” | hung up and dialed Lisa. The 
phone didn’t even ring once before she picked up. 


“Hi Kasey!” It sounded a bit like she was trying not to laugh. 


“Hey. | got your message,” | said. “Everything okay?” 
“Yeah, we’re fine. The action was way down south.” 
Oh, that’s what was so funny. “Is this going to get bad?” 


“Yeah. The Teeth think they can take the city by force now that 
Lung’s out of the picture. It’s going to be a full on war.” 


Shit. “I’m on my way back now. We can talk when I’m back in the 
Bay.” 


“See you soon.” 


Sophia’s phone went to voicemail. “Hey, Sophia, it’s Kasey. | just got 
your message. Call me when you get this.” She was probably fine; it 
wasn’t like she was going anywhere, right? | stuck my phone back 
into my purse, hopped in the car, and drove back to Brockton with a 
lead foot on the pedal. 


My phone rang when | was halfway back, and | answered 
immediately. “Kasey. Who's this?” 


“Sophia. | guess you heard?” 
“Yeah, everyone texted me. You safe?” 


She laughed bitterly. “Yeah, I’m safe. They were all set to discharge 
me today or tomorrow, but now they want to make sure I’m not going 
to do something stupid-as though | could. They just finished moving 
me to the Wards HQ. Poor Vista’s stuck playing nursemaid-say Hi, 
Vista!” There was a pause. “She says hi,” Sophia said. | think a rude 
gesture was probably more likely. 


“Well, | was gonna offer to visit again, but | guess that’s not 
happening.” 


“Fishing for a VIP tour?” she joked. 


“You guys are going to be busy.” 


“Hey, I’d give you one if | could. Can’t really tour guide from a bed 
though.” She paused. “Are you?” 


“What?” 
“Gonna ‘be busy’. You know, you never told me your cape name.” 
“You never told me yours,” | shot back. “I had to guess.” 


“You didn’t tell me she was a cape!” Vista said from somewhere else 
in the room. “What sort? Why didn’t you tell us about her?” 


“Hah. Fair enough. Hold on.” | could hear from her voice that she’d 
turned away from the speakerphone. “You never asked, breaker, you 
never asked.” She turned back. “Still, though. You going to get 
involved?” 

“| don’t know.” It depended on the Undersiders. “Probably. Hi, Vista.” 
“Hi,” Vista said. 

“She says hi for you,” Sophia grumbled. 


“What’s your cape name?” Vista asked. 


No way was | going to tell them who | was. “No offense, but you 
already know my civilian name, so...” 


“Oh. | guess that makes sense...” 
“Do you even have a cape name yet?” Sophia asked. 


“Of course | do!” | said, implying the opposite by acting as defensive 
as possible. “I’m driving back to Brockton Bay now-” 


“While talking on a cell phone?” Vista interrupted. 


“Hands-free, relax.” Man, heroes were obnoxiously Lawful, 
sometimes. “I’m about twenty minutes away, and then | have to 
make some more calls, check up on people, but I’ll be around. If you 
get out of a high-security area, call me and I'll swing by, okay?” 


“Yeah, sure. They're can’t keep me here for long. Vista’ll smother me 
in my sleep if they make her babysit me much longer.” The lack of 
protest from Vista was a little worrying. 


“See you later, Stalker.” 
“Later, nerd.” 
---X==X==X--- 


| headed straight over to the loft. Taylor was using a laptop on the 
couch and didn’t look up as | walked in, so | headed back to where 
Tattletale was pouring over a map of the city on one of the tables 
next to an open Risk box. “What’s the situation?” | asked as | looked 
over her shoulder. 


“Teeth had a big confrontation with the merchants here,” she said, 
pointing to a bunch of red and yellow boardgame pieces lying on 
their sides. “Yellow is Teeth, red is Empire, green is ABB, black is 
merchants, blue is PRT and Protectorate. Knights are capes, 
soldiers are normals.” | looked over the city, with the pieces spread 
out across it. It looked a lot like a normal game of Risk, to be honest. 


“How accurate is this?” | asked, pointing to the ABB forces spread 
out across the docks. 


“It'S a measure of area, not force movements,” she said. “Most gang 
members have lives outside the gang, even if it’s just a shitty job 
stocking shelves in a convenience store. They don’t exist as ‘troops’ 
until they're called to arms.” 


“| Know how mustering works. It just seems like a lot of work to set 
up, if you’re just marking areas.” 


“Well, the areas are going to start changing, fast.” She grabbed a 
bunch of yellow soldiers and started putting them onto the map at 
the south edge of the city. “Currently, the ABB are barely hanging 
onto the docks, the Empire’s based in the less slummy areas south 
and west, the Protectorate patrol the nicest areas, and the 
Merchants just sort of squat wherever they can.” Indeed, there were 
clear groupings of red, blue, and green pieces, with occasional 
lonely black soldiers filling soace between them. | pulled out a chair 
and sat down while she finished arranging the new pieces. 


“The Teeth are coming up from the south, so they hit the Empire. 
The first big brawl was at the southeast edge of downtown, here.” 
She pointed at the cluster of fallen game pieces again. “Purity was 
definitely involved. Reports are five dead, although none to her: 
gunshot wounds and a stabbing. Then, while you were on your way 
back, there was another fight here.” She pointed to another group of 
pieces, four ‘dead’ soldiers with a single knight of each color looking 
on. “Purity wasn't in this one, but Kaiser was; there were blades all 
over the place. Another half dozen goons dead, split roughly along 
gang lines, and Kaiser retreated. | think he ran into the Butcher; not 
many capes can get him to back off.” 


The Butcher would give anyone pause. “What about these guys, 
here?” | asked, pointing to Some more Teeth soldiers at the north 
end of the map, near the trainyards. 


“They’re just taking territory for territory's sake. The Merchants can’t 
actually hold their ground, so the Teeth are grabbing it for their own 
use. Stashes, safehouses, that sort of thing. The Merchants aren’t 
even fighting for it; they need their capes, and their capes are still 
sleeping off their last high. 


“Now, the Teeth don't really stick around in one spot, but they like 
having territory to return to, when they move shop. There are areas 
in New York, Boston, and Philly that are ‘Teeth Territory’ because the 
‘fair-weather’ members maintain it, and anyone who muscles in on it 
is going to be in a world of pain when the Butcher gets back.” She 
tapped her finger on the map near where I'd pointed. “The Teeth are 


raiding, but they’re also consolidating, trying to set up a permanent 
‘cell’, if you will; safehouses and stashes that will stay loyal and 
secure while they’re roaming. A lot of people don’t want that to 
happen, for obvious reasons, which is why the Empire is fighting so 
hard for every scrap.” 


“And we're... here?” | asked, pointing to a spot between a bunch of 
green (ABB), black (Merchants), and yellow (Teeth) pieces. 


“Yeah. It looks worse than it is. We may have to be more careful 
about moving into and out of the loft for a while, but we’re pretty well 
camouflaged.” 


| watched in silence as she placed a few more Teeth on the board, 
then moved two blue knights from the middle of the bay onto the 
Boardwalk. “So, what have you learned from all this?” 


“The map scale is off by half a percent, the boardgame is missing six 
pieces, and | have nothing better to do with my time than shuffle 
plastic soldiers around a map.” Lisa sat back with a sigh. “Il wasn’t 
actually accomplishing anything with all this. Alec left the game out 
and | needed something to do while | wait for Brian to get here. He’s 
trying to find his sister, make sure she’s okay.” 


“Is she?” 


“Probably. She shouldn’t have been anywhere near the fights; they 
weren't exactly in ‘lively’ areas. Run down white trash neighborhood 
and a shitty, half-empty strip-mall.” 


“Well, that’s good, | guess.” | frowned at the map. “Are we going to 
get involved?” 


“Dunno.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure who we want to win. On the 
one hand, a more divided city means everyone else is weaker. On 
the other hand, | don’t want to share a city with the Butcher.” 


“No one wants to share a city with the Butcher,” | said. “What’s the 
Protectorate response look like?” 


“Likely nothing. They'll stick to the safe areas and bunker down, wait 
to see how the war plays out.” 


“Really?” 


“Sad, but true.” Lisa waved her arm at the map. “The city’s more or 
less lost the war on crime ever since Lung and Kaiser came onto the 
scene. | mean, I'll give the local PRT some credit: the city hasn't 
burned down despite having two diametrically opposed, high-power 
parahuman gangs competing for territory. They’re doing something 
right, but it’s not ‘law and order’. 


“The cops and heroes will respond to the violence as best they can, 
but they’re reactive; they'll clean up after a mess is made and not 
much more. The ‘Law’ doesn’t have the tools to deal with the Teeth 
infrastructure anyway, not in the short term. If the Teeth are going to 
be sent packing, it’s going to be the ABB and Empire who hit the 
Teeth bases, the safehouses and goods, the foundations; you know, 
really dig out the roots and carve away the rot. The competing rot, | 
mean.” 


“What about us?” 


“Boss might hire us for some jobs, but otherwise, nothing.” She 
raised an eyebrow. “Not happy with that?” 


“No. We can help.” 


“We’re escape artists, Kasey,” Lisa reminded me. “The bank was a 
fluke.” 


Don’t remind me of the bank. It was both a tempting and painful 
memory, and | had to stop and push it aside before | could focus 
again. “So, what, we sit and wait for a ‘job offer’?” 


She shrugged. “More or less. Are you that eager for more action?” 


“Ye-n-hmm. | dunno.” | stuck my elbows on the table and rested my 
chin on my hands. “I just... | don’t want to sit back and watch the city 
go to shit.” 


| looked over the map again. 


“Further to shit,” | corrected. 


| finally got a call from Sophia on Friday afternoon. She’d been sent 
home, so | stopped by, as promised. It was a cozy little suburban 
home in a neighborhood not too different from Taylor’s: maybe a little 
less well-kept, the lawns and hedges a bit wilder and the street 
pockmarked with shallow potholes, but otherwise much the same. | 
knocked on the door, then let myself in, as she’d instructed. The 
sound of a TV news program cut off as | shut the door 


Her family had set up a rental folding-hospital bed in the living room, 
giving her easy access to the television. To my surprise, Vista was 
sitting on the old gray couch in front of the TV in full costume. “So 
this is the mysterious Kasey,” she said as | walked in. 


“I’m not that mysterious,” | said. “| mean, uh, hello? | didn’t expect to 
see you here.” 


“Well, | am,” Vista said, smirking at my stumble. 

“Still babysitting,” Sophia added dryly. 

“| wouldn't say ‘stil/ babysitting’, because that makes it sound like I’ve 
been doing it all week,” Vista said. To my surprise, she didn’t sound 
unhappy about the situation. “You go to school together?” she asked 
me. 


“Yeah.” 


“Huh.” She looked me over. “You’re a cape?” 
| hesitated. “Yeah...” 


“Right, sorry, just curious.” Vista stood up. “I'll leave you two alone 
for a bit. It was nice to meet you, Kasey.” 


“Same,” | said earnestly. She flashed me a smile as she shook my 
hand, then let herself out the back door. 


| waited until Vista had left, then sat down on the couch she'd just 
abandoned. “Hey.” 


“Hey yourself,” she shot back. 
“How are you doing?” 


“Fine, | guess.” She shrugged, still watching TV. It was tuned to 
CNN; the sound was off, but the title bar at the bottom of the screen 
gave me context for the video, a villain-on-villain cape-fight in So-Cal 
last Wednesday. | twitched slightly as one of the capes sent another 
through a line of police cars far too similarly to how I’d thrown Glory 
Girl last week. “You came back.” 


“There’s a reason | didn’t say ‘goodbye’,” | said. 


“| knew you would. I’m just still pissed at Emma. Some fucking friend 
| had there, right?” 


“She didn’t even call or anything?” 


“Not a word,” she grumbled. When | didn’t have anything to add, 
Sophia picked up the remote and-after a short struggle-unmuted the 
TV. 


| watched with her for a minute, but when the anchor began to 
introduce the familiar, grainy video I’d seen too many times, | 
grabbed the remote and turned it off. 


“| was watching that,” Sophia complained. 
“| saw. I’m also pretty sure that’s a form of self-harm.” 


Sophia shot me a look, before returning to staring at the blank TV 
screen. “You know I’ve seen that video anyway, right?” 


“That’s not the point,” | said. “Why watch it again?” 
“I’m trying to remember what | was thinking,” Sophia said. “Then.” 
“During the robbery?” | asked. 


“Yeah. God. Such a stupid thing to do.” She barked a single, pained 
laugh. “I had a plan. | knew the team, you know? Bitch who never 
talks, another bitch who talks too much, some pretty-boy with a stun- 
gun and super-clumsiness and fucking Grue. Not a problem for me, 
right? Avoid the taser, don’t trip over my own feet, ignore the dogs 
and whatever the fuck the purple bitch does, and nail that bastard 
before someone else gets him. Second shot into the pretty-boy to 
neutralize the stun-gun and I’m home free. 


“| could have waited. Could have followed instructions. But then 
someone else might have gotten Grue. Because that matters, right? 
Couldn't let anyone else get my nemesis.” 


She turned to face me, finally, as her story ran its course. “Course, 
as soon as | drop in | realize | fucked up, because it’s a goddamn 
bug-pocalypse in there. | still took a shot-because what the fuck else 
was | gonna do?-and then | started running. Bugs don’t let me run, 
though; | did not want to know what going through a swarm of bugs 
felt like. But that just lets bug-bitch funnel me right to her, and then, 
bam.” 


| winced. Bam indeed. 
What was | supposed to say to that? 


“You saw it, right?” she asked. “The video?” 


“Yeah.” 
“You see the way she kicks me when I’m down?” 
| saw it the first time. “... yeah.” 


“It makes me wonder,” Sophia said. “You know, what | did to make 
her do that. Because that was personal, you know? Not just hero 
versus villain shit. That wasn't just a fight, it was a beating. So | 
wonder: what’s her story? Did | beat up her brother ’cause he was a 
gangster? Or did | fail to save someone she knew when she needed 
me? Who did | hurt? 


“| never stopped to think about that shit, you know? | didn’t care. 
Gotta fight, gotta be strong, gotta be the best. Won't take shit from 
anyone. Won't take orders from anyone.” 


“I... [| Know the feeling,” | said. “Getting carried away with... 
whatever. Then... | don’t know. You wake up, or something.” 


“| guess, maybe something like that?” Sophia glanced at the back 
door. “Vista used to drive me nuts, you know? Like a little kid trying 
to fake being older and cooler to hang out with the big girls. | was 
nasty to her. | missed the point, you know? Someone like that wants 
to be cooler cause they respect you. 


“When | got into the base on Wednesday and apologized, she 
thought | was high on painkillers.” 


| snickered. “It was a pretty sudden change.” 


“Outwardly, sure, but | think | was coming around anyway. You had a 
point, and you made it. Taylor made it. | wish I’d had another chance 
to fight her; | think she’d have dragged me the distance.” Sophia 
reached over and grabbed a cup, managing to lift it to her lips 
herself. “Il can actually drink from a straw like a normal person,” she 
told me, then did so. “God, | love every little thing | manage to do, 
now. What was | saying?” 


“Taylor.” 


“Right. |... probably timed by reveal badly. Should have given her 
time to cool off. She broke my fucking nose!” 


“| could tell,” | said. “You looked like a blood bag exploded in your 
face.” 


“Thanks.” She took another drink, then replaced the cup. “Did you do 
what | asked?” 


“What did-oh. Taylor?” 
“Yeah. Did you tell her?” 
“| did,” | said. 

“What did she say?” 


A lot of things that | couldn’t repeat. “Well, she said your apology 
sounded like the brain damage talking.” 


Sophia huffed. “I’m going to fucking hear that from everyone, aren’t 
I?” 


“Looks that way.” 
“What else?” 


“That she used to wish this kinda shit on you, and feels bad about 
that now that it happened.” 


“Well, she doesn’t have to wish anymore.” She grinned at her quip; | 
tried to grin back, but it was strained. 


“What else?” | asked myself. “We talked a bit about what you said, 
about a hero only improving because an injury forced them to.” 


“And?” 


| shrugged. “And nothing. | told her. She wasn’t happy.” 
“Huh,” Sophia said. “Figured she’d be over the moon.” 


“| guess she’s just not that spiteful.” Sophia shrugged. “So you said 
they’ve been rotating Wards around you?” | asked, looking for 
another topic. 


“Yeah. Guard duty. The clusterfuck going on out there has the PRT 
going crazy, and someone got it into their head that | might be at risk 
from... something. Like, | guess there’s some risk something might 
have leaked between Shadow Stalker being admitted to the hospital, 
then moved back to the PRT building, then I’m smuggled back to the 
hospital and released home, but honestly, who’s going to come after 
some dumb kid in a sickbed?” Sophia bounced her arm on the bed 
for emphasis. “Like Taylor said; this is the kind of thing you wish on 
an enemy. They don’t need to do much else.” 


She leaned forward conspiratorially, and | leaned towards her in turn. 
“| think someone might just be trying to stick Vista somewhere she 
can’t get hurt,” she whispered. 


“Is there much risk of that?” 


“Probably not, the way they keep us in ‘safe’ areas, but the city’s 
looking a lot less safe these days. Can | have the remote back yet?” 
Sophia held out a hand, and | surrendered it without further fuss, but 
she didn’t turn the TV back on immediately. 


“How are you doing?” | asked again. 
“Fine,” she insisted. “Panacea took care of all the physical problems, 
but the docs spent all week running all these tests and crap, scans 


and brain maps and whatnot, over and over. Try to figure out what’s 
healing and what’s not.” 


“And?” | asked hopefully. 


“Prognosis is ‘promising’. Doc thinks I'll be able to walk again. Said 
my brain had a lot of neoplasticity-” 


“Neuroplasticity,” | corrected automatically. 


“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Point is, I'll get better. I’m getting 
better. I’m getting things back, slowly. Like being able to drink, 
getting better at hitting the right buttons on the TV remote. Still can’t 
get food in my mouth every time, but I’m getting there.” She gave me 
a slightly-lopsided smile. “It’s like having to learn how to live all over 
again. Gonna have to learn how to walk. How to tie my shoes. It’s a 
drag, but it’s meaningful. Like, if you’re gonna be reborn, you gotta 
grow up again, too.” 


“That’s...” | stopped. It wasn’t good, not good enough. “Uh...” | 
hesitated. “You know I’m a cape.” 


“Obviously.” 


“|... [don’t want things to end up like this.” | waved at the bed. “1 
called a friend-” 


“Don't bother,” she cut me off. 

“It's not a bother!” | snapped. “I want to help!” 

“Well maybe | don’t want your help!” she snapped back. 

That brought me up short. “Why not?” 

“Because |... look... ugh, fuck this.” Sophia paused. “Did you know 
that brain damage is sometimes associated with religious 
experiences?” 

“Who told you that?” 

“Trevor. My brother. | don’t think you’ve met?” | shook my head. “1 


think he was making fun of me. Or maybe he was actually 
concerned, | dunno. Anyway, | wouldn't describe this as a religious 


experience. | hope this isn’t what a religious experience feels like, or 
those folk are crazier than | thought. It’s more like... like I'm making it 
spiritual and shit, because if I’m gonna suffer, | might as well suffer 
meaningfully. And... hah, you said it yourself. It’s a pretty big change 
from how | used to act, right?” 


“Yeah?” 


“Yeah. Well, if I’m going to change so much, | might as well find a 
higher power while I’m at it. Like... | Know | said | was coming 
around, but who knows if | would have actually learned anything in 
the end. Who’s to say this wasn’t some divine ‘get the fuck over 
yourself’ signal, right?” 


| frowned. “If God told me he did this to help make you a better 
person, I'd probably throw my drink in his face and tell him to fix it.” 


“You'd mouth off to God on my behalf, but you’re scared of spiders?” 
she asked. “You have a very strange sense of self-preservation.” 


“I’m not scared of being hurt by spiders. I’m scared of the very 
concept of spiders.” 


“But not the concept of God.” 


“No...” | admitted. My ‘concept of God’ was a creepy, self-satisfied 
voice on a telephone who could probably use a punch in the face. 


“Strange sense of self-preservation,” Sophia repeated, having 
proved her point. 
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Gang wars are a terrible spectator sport. 


There was a lot of fighting. The Merchants-or rather, their capes-had 
decided to contest the trainyards, and lost. Meanwhile, the Empire 
was fighting a long, bloody battle to keep the Teeth from establishing 
a foothold in the southern areas of the city that Lisa had called the 


‘white trash neighborhoods’: trailer parks and low-incoming housing 
intermingled with empty lots, liquor stores, pawn shops, and pay-day 
loan services. The area was both housing for the Empire’s less 
discerning base and a large market for illegal pharmaceuticals, 
particularly oxy and amphetamines. The Empire didn’t seem to care 
that their drugs would inevitably lead their customers to Merchant 
heroin and meth; then again, | shouldn’t expect much long-term 
vision from neonazis in the first place. 


Brian, Taylor, and | spent a lot of time in the loft, watching the 
violence grow steadily worse on the news. Lisa was busy elsewhere, 
but she kept updating her little Risk board, even redoing the entire 
thing when Alec accidentally threw his coat on it. Either she’d 
undersold its value, or she really needed the distraction. 


The PRT and Protectorate were trying, I'd give them that much, but 
Lisa had been right. They were stuck reacting, arriving too late to do 
more than count the bodies and tally the damage. The closest the 
Protectorate came to being useful this week was when the Butcher 
cut off one of Battery’s hands and turned Assault into a pincushion, 
because that was the first time the heroes actually managed to 
engage the Teeth parahumans at al/. They were lucky to be serving 
in the same city as Panacea, or the wounds the Butcher’s power left 
would have been career-ending; possibly life-ending. 


After that, Lisa’s prediction came true. They buckled down, doubled 
their patrols around the Boardwalk and upper Downtown, and left the 
slums and ghettos to the wolves. The gang war only got worse from 
there; it wasn’t World War One in the streets, but every night, a 
dozen gang members from various sides ended up in the morgue. 
The first cape death had come Friday night, on the Teeth’s side: 
someone named Gnashty. He’d been a brute, apparently, but that 
unfortunate level of brute where he was too tough for normal 
measures but not so tough that he could tank the A-level shit. In this 
case, he hadn't been brute enough to take one of Purity’s beams, 
and ended up missing most of his important bits; specifically, his 
torso. 


The reprisal involved firebombing a trailer park and killed eighteen 
people. It also put Armsmaster and Velocity in the hospital, which 
was the point at which the government had enough and declared a 
state of emergency. The mayor went on TV asking for the national 
guard and an enforced curfew; it hadn’t happened yet, but at this 
rate it was only a matter of time. The entire city was slowly but surely 
grinding to a halt, choking on the growing violence. Businesses were 
being forced to shut their doors as their employees cashed in their 
vacation time all at once. People weren't outright fleeing Brockton 
Bay yet, but it was getting to that point. The debate over deploying 
the national guard became statewide news, and even national 
networks began to take notice of the increasingly terrible state of the 
city. 
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“There are definitely fewer people than normal,” Taylor said. She, 
Lisa, and | were spending Saturday on the Boardwalk, wandering 
around looking at shops and stalls. Downtown was still under the 
shrinking aegis of the Protectorate, the Boardwalk most of all, but the 
news coverage wasn’t doing anything good for the Bay’s already- 
fading tourism industry. 


“People are staying indoors. Not all of them, obviously,” Lisa added 
as we ducked around a large crowd of college-age kids, “but enough 
to be noticeable.” 


“Yeah.” Taylor paused in front of a bookstore; at my encouraging 
nod, she grinned and headed inside. 


Lisa pulled me aside before | could follow. “You know, | think we 
might need to delay our project.” 


| didn’t need to ask what she meant. “Having trouble?” 


“No, | was more thinking that we should... leave resources 
available.” 


Translation: Coil’s power would help against the Teeth. “I'll follow 
your lead.” 


Lisa nodded, and we followed Taylor into the store. Taylor ended up 
buying a novel and a book on dog behaviors; | guess she was 
already starting to look into Rachel. Lisa bought a cookbook. 


“Thanks,” Lisa said as | added the new loot to the load of purchases 
| was already carrying. “You sure are handy to have around.” 


“I try,” | said with a smirk. “I’m a right bundle of tricks, right, Taylor?” 
“Sure, | guess.” 

You have all sorts of crazy shit. 

| cleared my throat nervously. “So, uh... about... you know.” 
“Problem?” Taylor asked. 

“No, it’s still coming along, but... | don’t think she wants it.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “At all?” 


“Yeah. | visited her again, and when | brought it up, she told me not 
to bother. Said she didn’t want my help.” 


Taylor frowned. “You think she’d say the same thing if she had it in 
front of her?” 


“| don’t know.” | sighed. “Speaking of... them... did you ever tell your 
dad what’s been going on? Does he still think you and Emma are 
friends?” 


“Maybe not anymore,” Taylor said. “He finally noticed that | haven't 
had Emma over in more than a year. | said we haven’t been 
speaking to each other. Which is... mostly true.” 


| snorted. “Why haven't you told him the rest?” 


She looked down at the sidewalk. “I’m worried he’d do something 
stupid. He has a temper.” 


“So the punching-people-in-the-face is a hereditary thing?” | joked. 
She drew back her fist threateningly, and | pretended to cower under 
her glare until she stood down. “Seriously, though. You really think 
he’d attack a school-girl?” 


“Of course not!” she said. “But he’s been friends with Mr. Barnes 
since before me and Emma were born. | don’t want to ruin that.” 


“That's his problem. It’s not like her dad’s involved in the bullying, 
right?” 


“No...” 


“Then maybe he can get her dad to knock some damn sense into 
her. Get her some therapy or something.” Taylor didn’t respond. 
“Wishful thinking, maybe. | dunno.” 


“I’m getting hungry,” Lisa said, changing the topic. “There’s a pizza 
place | want to try. Sound good?” Neither Taylor nor | had any 
objection, so Lisa pulled ahead to lead the way. I’d expected a by- 
the-slice take-out place, but it was actually a sit down restaurant, 
with menus and everything. | piled the purchases into the chair next 
to me; there was enough there to imitate a fourth person. The pizzas 
ranged from typical options like ‘combination’ or ‘meat-lovers’ to 
more exotic options like ‘Thai Peanut Chicken’. Taylor and | hedged 
our bets with the simple stuff, while Lisa opted for something with hot 
peppers and honey on it. 


“So, what have you guys been doing?” Taylor asked once we’d 
ordered our food. 


“Watching the news,” | said. “Trolling PHO sometimes. Playing 
games when Alec’s asleep or needs a second player. What about 
you, Lisa?” 


“Aside from Risk? | managed to figure out what that quote about 
Alec’s hat was from.” | offered her a high-five, which she callously 
ignored. “Why you insist on making such obscure references is 
beyond me.” 

“Firefly is obscure?” 

“Maybe not for nerds,” Taylor said. 


| put my hand over my heart in mock pain. “You are at /Jeast as nerdy 
as | am.” 


“| read books, that makes me cultured. Why where you quoting an 
old Aleph show?” 


“| trying to come up with nicknames for you guys, and | quoted the bit 
about Jayne’s hat.” 


“Do | have a nickname?” she asked. 
“Izoni.” 


“I’m going to look that up when we get home, you know,” she warned 
me. “What the other ones?” 


“Well | called Brian ‘Bob’ back we first met. Rachel is... | havea 
nickname for her, but it’s not very flattering.” 


“The name she uses isn’t very flattering either,” Lisa pointed out. 
“Yeah, that’s true, but I’m not here to be rude-” 

“Explain my nickname, then!” 

“That's not rude at all!” 

“What is it?” Taylor demanded. 


“Don’t you dare,” Lisa warned me. 


“She can tell me,” Taylor said, “or | can guess.” 


“Or you could not,” Lisa said. “Anyway, | got Alec’s. You want to give 
me a hint on the other ones?” 


| wasn’t sure | could help her with Taylor’s nickname, but | could give 
her a clue for Brian’s. “Bob’s a purely visual reference.” 


“Dresden Files.” 
That was fast. “You cheated.” 


“Obviously. Mostly by asking, ‘What sort of books and shows would 
Kasey like?’ and going from there.” 


| laughed. “I didn’t realize you’d care that much.” 


“Of course | care. Not knowing things drives me nuts.” And that is 
why you are so easy to tease. She sighed. “I don’t read much; it 
doesn’t take much to spoil the whole plot, and that’s not much fun.” 


“At least I’m giving you some culture?” 
“Dresden Files is not culture!” 
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The moon had been nearly full when we’d moved the money; 
tonight, it was a half-disk partially obscured by the thin clouds 
covering the sky. A good night to sneak out. | helped Skitter climb 
down from her bedroom window, and we slipped away to meet the 
rest of the Undersiders a few blocks away, where they were waiting 
in another black van. Or maybe the same one I'd loaded the money 
into, with its dents buffed out and paint redone; the same man was 
driving. | was relieved to see he wasn’t wearing sunglasses, this 
time, and yet also slightly disappointed for some reason | couldn't 
identify. | didn’t pay much attention as Grue filled Skitter in on what 
to expect once we arrived; | already knew the drill. To be honest, | 
was kind of looking forward to it. 


It was too bad | wasn’t going to have a speaking part, but such was 
life. 


Chapter 23: Negotiations 


Chapter 23: Negotiations 


Every day since the Teeth’s arrival had been violent, whether it was 
unpowered members shooting each other in the streets or capes 
wrecking havoc and smashing buildings. Despite being the clear 
power in the Bay, the Empire had been the focus of the Teeth 
offensive; it seemed the Butcher wanted to make it clear that she 
wasn’t after low hanging fruit. That didn’t mean that the rest of us 
could rest easy, though, because the entire city was suffering from 
the fighting, and the violence didn’t stay in neat little arenas. After 
nearly a week, the local villains had had enough, and set a meet. 


Everyone had their own reasons to attend. The Empire was reeling, 
and Kaiser was worried that the other players might sit back and 
watch his Empire lose everything they’d gained in the weeks since 
Lung’s capture and then some. The ABB didn’t want the Teeth to set 
up shop in the Bay any more than the Empire did, but they needed 
assurances that no one would take advantage of any gaps in their 
defenses before they could get involved; even with two new capes, 
they were at risk of being raided by the Merchants if they left their 
home turf to fight. Independents like us just wanted to make sure the 
Teeth didn’t get a foothold and turn the Bay into an even bigger 
clusterfuck, because gang wars like this were bad for business. And, 
of course, Coil wanted to make sure everyone else took as much 
damage as possible from the coming conflict. 


Well, everyone except us, if | understood his incentives correctly. 
Tattletale had been confident that keeping him around would be 
better for us in the short term, and | trusted her judgment. She had 
more reasons than anyone else to want him gone. 


Somer’s Rock was, from the outside, far less run down than I’d 
expected. Well, it was far less everything than | expected, 


‘remarkable’ first and foremost. It certainly looked disreputable, but 
only as much as the other hole-in-the-wall business on the block, 
sandwiched as it was between a place offering psychic readings and 
crystal healing, and a pawn shop that practically screamed ‘fence’. It 
had iron bars over the windows, but so did most of the storefronts on 
the block. The sign was faded, the paint was peeling, the curtains 
were drawn tight; but in the neighborhood we were in, those were 
the rules, rather than the exceptions. Only the psychic shop broke 
the pattern, windows unbarred and curtains open-probably because 
even criminals were smart enough not to steal literal rocks. 


On the inside, however, the pub was a dump. I’m pretty sure a power 
washer would have changed the entire color scheme, if the gray 
counter, gray floor and walls, and gray-green curtains could be called 
a color scheme in the first place. The lights overhead were sickly and 
yellow, bright enough for vision but not bright enough for illumination; 
it was only barely brighter inside than the night outside. And of 
course, my power let me know exactly how thick the layer of grime 
was on everything | touched. 


All the free-standing tables in the place had been pushed together 
into a single off-kilter line in the center of the room, surrounded by a 
dozen or so chairs, leaving only the booths around the outside wall 
free for those who weren't invited to the Big Table. Grue led us toa 
circular bench in the back corner that had room for all of us, where 
he made sure he was on the outside, so he could get up and attend 
the real meeting once more people started to show up. 


We were the first ones to arrive; the only people present when we 
walked in were the staff. The deaf waitress walked over to our table 
and put her notepad down on the table. Tattletale took it first and 
wrote her drink order before passing it along. | didn’t bother getting a 
drink. 


We'd just been given our drinks when the door to the pub opened 
again. The Empire were the second group to arrive, after us, and the 
first of the major players. Kaiser was coated in metal like the Black 
Knight, one of the Valkyrie Twins on each arm. It was probably 


supposed to look impressive or dashing, but to me he looked like a 
twat in a tin can posing with a couple of playboy bunnies. Purity, 
Krieg, Hookwolf, and Stormtiger filed in after him. 


The anti-glare filter on my visor let me see straight through Purity’s 
blinding halo of light, which was most of her costume; underneath, 
she had a simple white leotard and no mask. | couldn't actually see 
her face as anything other than a silhouette, but that was probably a 
lot more clarity than most people would get. She was putting out an 
order of magnitude more light than the entirety of the piss-poor 
lighting in the pub, which gave me a better look at the rest of 
Kaiser’s coterie. Hookwolf and Stormtiger were a pair of walking 
neonazi stereotypes; shirtless, tattooed, and hairy, with masks of 
their chosen animal to hide their faces. Krieg, meanwhile, looked like 
he’d wandered off the set of a World War Two film where he was 
playing a concentration camp guard with a gas mask fetish. 


Kaiser claimed the head of the table, farthest from the door, with his 
followers taking the benches directly behind him. “Seven,” Tattletale 
muttered, squinting against the glare as she stared at the table of 
Nazis. | wondered what she was learning from who he’d chosen to 
bring. 


Faultline and her crew were the next major players to arrive. She 
was wearing a smaller, half-face mask this time, allowing me to see 
her mouth twist in distaste when she spotted me sitting at the 
Undersiders’ table. Her backup was the pair of Case 53’s in her 
employ, commonly (and derogatorily) known as ‘monstrous capes.’ 
One of them was a boy about my age who looked mostly normal, 
except for being bright orange and having a prehensile tail almost as 
long as he was tall. The other was even more visibly abnormal, a 
heavy-set, sluglike man with snail-shell growths on his skin, and 
flesh that was translucent enough to reveal his bones and organs. 
Newter and Gregor. 


The group took the long way around the room to their bench, giving 
Faultline a chance to stop and address me. “Flux. Seems you 
decided to find a team after all.” 


| shrugged. “They made a good offer.” 


“More’s the pity.” She sneered at Tattletale. “I suppose every dog has 
her day.” Bitch growled, missing the subtext entirely. Faultline 
ignored her and head back the way she’d come, showing her team 
to a booth before setting herself down halfway along the table where 
she could shoot dirty looks at us. 


“Faultline make you an offer?” Regent asked me. 
“Not as such. Why?” 


“Tattletale’s been feuding with her. Not sure why Faultline hates 
Tattle, but Tats hates it when people are smarter than her, like 
Faultline is. Ow!” He grunted as Tattletale kicked him under the tale. 
“Anyway, she poached Spitfire from us when our recruitment went 
bad. | guess now we’ve turned the tables, since we got you out from 
under whatever she was planning.” 


The door opened again to admit Circus, dressed in their red and 
yellow Jester motley, who headed for the center table before thinking 
better of it and sitting down in an empty booth instead. 


“That’s Circus,” Tattletale said to Skitter. “Independent thief. Grab 
bag cape: super-acrobat with a pocket dimension and pyrokinesis.” 


“Odd to see her here,” | muttered, defaulting to female pronouns for 
the female-dressed genderfluid cape. “She mostly avoids fights. 
Prefers to hit and run.” 


“Not that surprising. If we don’t push the Teeth out hard and fast, 
we're going to see a /ot more fights in the future.” 


“Who invited her, though?” | asked. 
She shrugged. “Who knows? It’s not like we have a guest list.” 


The ABB delegation came next. Their new leader was a woman who 
called herself Shinigami. Maybe | should have called her a girl; she 


was probably only fourteen or so, and how she’d arrived at the head 
of the organization was anyone’s guess. She wore a lacy black 
dress, her long hair falling free over parts of her face like a ghost 
from a Japanese horror movie. Her ‘mask’ was a black blindfold over 
empty eye sockets. Rumors were that she'd triggered after a couple 
of Empire thugs had decided to ‘get rid of her squint’ with a knife. | 
recognized Oni Lee, but the man on her other side wearing a Noh 
mask was a complete unknown. The trio paused in the doorway for a 
moment before Shinigami led them purposefully towards the table. 


“She’s not blind,” Tattletale said. “Well, she is, she’s got no eyes, but 
she can still see. Power-based. Wider than a normal field of view but 
not omnidirectional. Her primary power is a blaster effect that 
Originates from her eyes. Hard to control; the blindfold helps. 
Psychosomatic. Easier to hold the power back when she’s got 
something physically touching her face.” 


“The rumors?” Grue asked. 


“True, or close enough. This is going to be tense.” Shinigami walked 
up to the end of the table and took the seat at the opposite head. 
Unlike the Empire and Faultline’s crew, both of her lieutenants took 
seats, one on either side. Oni Lee was on the opposite side, facing 
me, but | could only see the back of the other one’s head. “Oni Lee, 
you know. The other one hasn’t given a name yet. People called him 
Samurai because he had a sword the first time he went out, but he 
never used it, and hasn’t had it since. Hasn’t shown any powers-” 


“Shh,” Grue hissed. Shinigami was speaking. 


“Emperor. You must be truly desperate, to sit at my table.” Definitely 
young-fourteen was probably the high estimate. The way she spoke 
was completely at odds with her youth; she sounded focused, 
controlled, and perfectly collected. Regal, in a word, with a Japanese 
accent that was noticeable without quite being ‘strong’. Her tone was 
soft in a way that demanded attention, forced people to stop what 
they were doing to hear her, and the scorn with which she addressed 
Kaiser was unmistakable. 


“Shinigami. Your situation must have vastly improved, if you believe 
this is your table,” Kaiser rumbled from inside his helmet, meeting 
scorn with contempt. 


“Improved? Hardly. Consider our positions.” She swept an arm out in 
a grand gesture that encompassed the whole room, and seemingly 
the entire city beyond it. “When all are threatened, it is the weakest 
among us who benefit most from coming together.” There was slight 
scraping of metal against metal as Kaiser’s fists tightened in his 
gauntlets. Beside me, Tattletale made a choked sound and covered 
her mouth with her fist to help resist resist the urge to start talking 
over the girl. 


The conversation was interrupted by Coil’s arrival, anyway. He came 
alone, tall and thin like a scarecrow, his black bodysuit and snake 
motif only accentuating the off-season halloween theme. He paused 
when he saw that both ends of the table were taken, then walked 
over and sat down across from Faultline. 


Grue waited to see if the conversation at the main table would pick 
up, but the ABB and Empire representatives remained locked in 
silent stalemate. “I need to grab a seat before the table fills up. What 
have you learned, Tattletale?” 


“Shinigami’s taking cues from the mystery guy, somehow. He’s 
support, not a puppet-master; she’s using him to write her speeches, 
but the authority is all hers.” That was interesting; it would have been 
less surprising if she was just a figurehead. “Theatre kid, gifted, 
probably used to leading roles but not improv-” 


“Focus, Tats,” Grue whispered. “What about the guy?” 


She huffed in annoyance. “Right. Him. That bit she said to Kaiser, he 
planned that-including Kaiser’s response and Shinigami’s reply. They 
came late on purpose, to make sure there would be an audience for 
that bit. He’s good; his plan worked perfectly. By admitting 
weakness, she’s basically set herself as the leader of this entire 
meeting. If Kaiser tries to argue, he’s either implying that the ABB 


aren't as weak as she says, or that the Empire needs the ABB more 
than the ABB needs the Empire. Either one would make him look 
bad, and his ego can’t take that hit.” 


“How’s he communicating?” Grue asked. 


Tattletale furrowed her brow, eyes darting back and forth between 
Shinigami and the mystery cape. “I think he might be an illusionist, 
creating cue cards for her in her head. He may actually be how she 
can see; she didn’t move from the door until he’d looked around the 
room. | think that’s it; he’s creating an illusionary room for her to 
navigate and updating it in real time. She can see anything he sees, 
but nothing he doesn’t. She’s communicating back somehow, too, 
but I’m not sure how.” 


“That’s interesting, but not very useful for negotiating,” he said. “Do 
you have any advice for me before | go?” 


“Sit between Coil and the ABB cape. You shouldn't have too much 
trouble.” She started ticking people off on her fingers. “Shinigami’s 
got a lot of political cleverness at her back, and she needs this, so 
she’s going to be agreeable. Kaiser knows anyone who walks away 
is one less body between the Empire and the Teeth, and he doesn’t 
have anything personal against us. Faultline hates me, but she’s too 
much of a professional to take it out on you. And Coil’s a 
chessmaster; if he thinks he can use you, he'll act like your best 
friend. Long story short, everyone will at least fake wanting you here. 
You remember what | told you about when and how to speak?” 


“Yeah, | got it. Thanks.” Grue got up and headed to the seat 
Tattletale had pointed out. 


“That's a hell of an ability,” | said as Grue walked off. “God, fighting 
illusionists is the worst. If you can’t find a way to reliably figure out 
what’s real, you've already lost. Is it visual only?” 


“| don’t know. I’m grasping at straws to get that much. | don’t know if 
he can affect multiple targets, either; if not, he can’t do anything 


without leaving Shinigami blind.” 
“What exactly is her power, anyway?” Skitter asked. 


“It’s a line-of-sight blaster attack-no pun intended, sorry. 
Indiscriminate, hard to control, and extremely lethal. If she takes off 
the blindfold, run. Run and don’t look back.” 


“Shit,” | muttered. “Heavy hitter?” 


“Very heavy. Too heavy; she doesn’t have a non-lethal setting. Her 
power is Supposed to work through her eyes, but the fact that she 
doesn’t have eyes fucked it up.” 


“But what does it do?” Skitter insisted. 


“Some sort of matter-rearrangement effect. She can do it to anyone 
with line of sight to her eye sockets, and has trouble not doing it to 
everyone in line of sight to her eye sockets without her blindfold. 
Thin materials like clothes aren’t enough to block the effects; that’s 
how | knew the cloth was psychosomatic.” 


“Define ‘matter-rearrangement effect’, captain technobabble,” 
Regent said. 


“Turns people inside out. She left the thugs who'd just carved out her 
eyes as steaming piles of gore,” Tattletale said flatly. “Manton-limited 
to living beings and whatever they have on them, but it'll kill anyone 
it hits. Shinigami can be translated as ‘God of Death’, and she 
deserves the title.” 


“Fuck,” he said. 
“Fuck,” | agreed. 
“How many people has she killed?” Skitter asked. 


“Only three that I’m sure.” Tattletale said. “The two thugs and 
Alabaster.” 


“Wait, Alabaster’s dead?” | asked. 


“Yeah. He hasn’t been seen since Thursday despite the Empire and 
Teeth still going blow for blow down south, and the people Kaiser 
showed up with confirmed it for me.” Tattletale grinned as she 
answered the question | was about to ask. “She’s never been seen 
outside of ABB territory, so he must have tried to assassinate her or 
something and gotten... inverted.” 


“Who’s he?” Skitter asked. | turned to follow her gaze; another cape 
had joined Circus at her booth. I’d been so focused on Tattletale’s 
exposition | hadn’t noticed him come in. He had a dark gray suit with 
an orange lightning bolt across the front and back, and a cape to 
match. His skin color made him look Latino; a rarity in Brockton. 


“Hertz.” Tattletale told us. “Low-grade electrokinetic striker. Treat him 
like a normal guy with a stun gun.” 


“How much juice can he put out?” 


“Not sure. Probably not much; he’s small fry. An out-of-towner, came 
through a few days ago and decided to stick around for the meeting. 
Wanted to see if anyone would pay him to get involved.” An 
opportunist, then; or, from another point of view, a wandering fighter 
looking for quests in a bar. Hertz pulled a penny out of his pocket 
and started flipping it and catching it with one hand, to Circus’ visible 
annoyance. 


The door opened again to reveal the least popular villains in the Bay. 
Not the Merchants; they at least had customers. Uber and Leet 
walked into the room, took a look around, and then headed for the 
center table. They were dressed as Mario and Luigi, which was 
surprising only in how little imagination it showed. Kaiser cleared his 
throat loudly as the pair pulled out the chairs between him and 
Faultline. 


“| will tolerate one of you idiots at this table,” he said. The pair 
exchanged a glance; Uber gave his partner a meaningful nod, and 


Leet sighed and headed off to an equally frosty reception from 
Circus and Hertz at what was now the independent booth. He found 
his own booth instead. “Aren’t you the wrong one?” Kaiser snarked 
at the Luigi impersonator, showing a hitherto unrevealed knowledge 
of popular culture. 


Uber didn’t get a chance to respond before the door opened again, 
and this time it was the Merchants: Skidmark, Mush, and Squealer. 
Uber and Leet might be unpopular, but they still weren't as 
despicable as these three. | didn’t believe the rumors about the 
Merchants forcibly addicting people-because they wouldn't need to 
give away drugs in a shithole city like this-but they were still utterly 
contemptible all the same. | don’t think they had a full set of teeth 
between them. Skidmark had a mask-more of a rag, really-across his 
upper face with crudely cut holes for eyes. Squealer had a pair of 
heavy goggles and a bandana across her dirty blonde hair-dirty in 
this case meaning filthy and unwashed. Mush looked like someone 
had photoshopped a caucasian skin tone onto Gollum from the Lord 
of the Rings movies, and wasn’t even wearing a mask at all. 


Skidmark headed straight for the center table, but his hand was still 
reaching out for the chair when Kaiser kicked it aside, knocking it 
over and sending it sliding across the grimy wooden floor. “The fuck 
was that?” Skidmark yelled. 


“Take a booth,” Kaiser said. 
“Fuck off, tin man. This ‘cause I’m black, right? That your deal?” 


“You can sit in a booth because you and your gang are pathetic, 
diseased scum who were only invited to this meeting out of the basic 
courtesy you all lack,” Kaiser said slowly, like he was speaking to a 
dimwitted child. “I don’t like the other people at this table-| don’t even 
necessarily respect them-” he nodded his helmet slightly towards 
Uber as he said this, “-but | can accept that they are worth my... 
tolerance. You are not.” 


“Fuck you!” He looked over the other capes sitting at the table. “I 
don’t know half of these motherfuckers. You, blind girl. You gonna let 
the walkin’ can speak for you?” 


Shinigami wrinkled her nose in disgust. “He is right about this much: 
you were invited to this meeting as a courtesy, nothing more. If you 
wish to attend, find a booth.” 


“Cunt. What about you, asshole?” he asked Grue. “I ain’t never seen 
you before. The fuck you do to earn a seat, huh?” 


“He and his crew knocked over the Brockton Central Bank two 
weeks ago,” Faultline said. “It's a demonstration of competence, 
although perhaps a poor use of their time. What have you done?” 


“We hold territory-” 


“You hold nothing,” Grue said. “You have the areas too poor and 
worthless for others to take from you. Find. A. Booth.” 


“Bull-fucking-shit.” Skidmark pointed a badly stained finger at Uber. 
“You let this cocksucker at the table!” 


“He has enough manners to string together a paragraph without 
embarrassing himself,” Kaiser said. “And | can’t smell him, unlike 
you. Find a booth or get out.” 


“Mother fuckers,” Skidmark growled. “Motherfucking shitstained, 
puckered assholes, every last one of you.” He turned and stormed 
out the door, Squealer hot on his heels. Mush didn’t seem to notice 
his boss’s departure, and took a seat at the booth closest to the 
entrance. 


“Does Faultline really believe we only made off with twenty grand, or 
was she just being obnoxious?” | asked Tattletale. 


“Does it matter?” she asked in response. “The meeting should be 
starting now. No, wait, they’re waiting for one more.” | frowned. 


GUARD should have intercepted the Travelers back in Boston; either 
something had gone wrong, or there was another party in play. 


My question was answered when the door opened again, revealing, 
yes, Trickster and the Travelers, all in matching red and black 
costumes. Trickster wore a Suit like a stage magician, complete with 
a top hat, with a red mask covering most of his face. Sundancer was 
to his left, sun motif clearly displayed, while to his right was a man | 
assumed was Ballistic, tall and gawky, with broken red lines running 
across his costume and a mask that left his eyes visible. The last 
member in was Genesis, currently in the form of a massive, six- 
limbed semi-bipedal lizard with an angular, draconic face. “I think I'll 
be taking a seat,” Trickster announced, drawing the rest of the 
room’s attention. 


“The Travelers, yes?” Coil asked. He seemed to be trying to turn the 
table ninety degrees, making himself the center of the discussion 
and relegating the ethnic gang leaders at the supposed ‘heads’ of 
the table to the outskirts. | got distracted imagining a version of The 
Last Supper with him as Christ, Undersiders and Travelers around 
him, Tattletale in place of Judas, and missed most of Coil’s back- 
and-forth with Trickster. 


“Please, continue as if I’m not here,” Trickster said as he picked up 
the chair Kaiser had kicked over and brought it back to the table. His 
teammates took the booth between us and Faultline’s Crew; there 
were only two booths left, now, and one space at the table. At 
Kaiser’s gesture, Purity got up and sat down on his right, filling the 
final spot. 


“| believe that is everyone,” Coil said. He paused for a moment to 
allow people to object. No one did. “I trust we are all aware of the 
subject of tonight’s meeting?” 


“The Teeth,” Kaiser said. 


“Indeed,” Shinigami said, preempting Coil’s response. “While we all 
have our grievances with other members of this meeting, we can 


settle our issues among ourselves once the crisis has passed. The 
Teeth are invaders, and they must be cast out.” 


“I’m glad we see eye to eye,” Kaiser said. 


Shinigami wasn’t quite able to hide the flash of anger that crossed 
her face before she schooled it into a patronizing smile. “Such petty 
barbs. Perhaps you have not put aside our feud after all?” 


“The Teeth are our targets, here,” Coil said, cutting across the 
byplay. “I believe we should start by reviewing what we know of their 
members. Faultline, you’ve had some contact with them in your 
excursions out of the city, correct?” 


“Correct.” 
“If you would?” 


“Why Faultline?” Grue asked. “Surely the Empire would know more, 
having spent more than a week fighting them?” 


“It has not been a fight,” Kaiser growled. “Their capes hide behind 
the Butcher’s power like children. If we don’t kill the bitch, she’s free 
to do as she wishes; if we were to kill the bitch, we lose one of ours 
to her possession, and we're right back where we started with a 
stronger Butcher.” He glared around the table. “That is why we’re 
here: to deal with the Butcher. None of us can handle her alone.” 


“Nevertheless, it would behoove us to review the members we will 
be fighting,” Coil said. “Faultline?” 


Faultline cleared her throat. “You've probably all heard of the 
Butcher, but for the sake of thoroughness: the first Butcher had a 
weak brute power, the ability to inflict pain to anyone he could see, 
and the ability to transfer his consciousness into the mind of whoever 
killed him. The second Butcher was the first victim of that ability, and 
gained the first Butcher’s powers, including that one. Every time one 


Butcher dies, the new Butcher inherits a portion of the old Butcher’s 
powers. This is the fourteenth Butcher. 


“Now, for the rest of the capes...” Faultline proceeded to run through 
the Teeth’s current roster. Animos, a changer with a bestial form that 
gives him a scream that disables nearby powers. Hemorrhagia, a 
hemokinetic striker capable of controlling her own blood, forming 
armor and cutting implements. Pile, another changer, who gained 
increasing strength and toughness as well as temporary adaptations 
to enemy attacks. Spree, a master who creates a large volume of 
rapidly decaying clones, as many as four or five per second. Vex, a 
shaker who can fill an area with razor-sharp force-fields. Xerxes, 
another master, who created soldiers out of solid material near him. 


Coil interrupted twice, when she began to describe a member who 
was no longer with the gang. Faultline leaned back in her chair once 
she was done. “That’s current as of the new year, but I’m obviously 
out of date,” she griped. | didn’t blame her for the inaccuracies; the 
Teeth had a lot of turnover. 


“Thank you,” Coil said. 


Shinigami cut him off before he could continue. “As Kaiser has 
admitted, none of us can oust the Teeth alone. At the very least, we 
need to establish a truce; an agreement that we will not further divide 
ourselves until the threat is removed.” ‘Admitted’ was an interesting 
choice of words; even with talk of a truce, the verbal sparring 
continued. 


“Not just a truce between us,” Coil added, leaping in before she 
could further undermine his position as chairman. “A truce between 
us and the law. The Protectorate don’t want the Teeth here any more 
than we do. The war is crippling the city. They need this war to end, 
sooner rather than later, and that puts us in a position to negotiate.” 


“Foolish,” Shinigami said, at the same time Kaiser barked, “Don’t be 
stupid.” The two leaders faced off along the length of the table; 


despite neither having their eyes visible, | was sure they were both 
glaring as hard as they could. 


“They have a point. The enemy of my enemy is not always a friend,” 
Uber said. Listening to him speak, it was easy to forget he had a 
reputation on par with a unbagged dog turd; he’d tapped into a skill 
that gave him the charm of a consummate statesman. The Luigi 
costume lessened the effect a bit, though. “The Protectorate will lock 
US Up just as Surely as they do the Teeth. Assuming they can; 
they’ve done a terrible job of stopping gang violence thus far.” 


“lam willing to reach out to the PRT. We agree to limit our illegal 
activities to the minimum required for our business and avoid 
violence between us, in exchange for them focusing their attention 
on the Teeth in our... future engagements. Is that fair?” 


“You believe they would agree?” Shinigami asked. “What would they 
gain?” 


“Nothing,” Uber answered. “The weaker we are, the better for them. 
If they kick the Teeth out while leaving us alone, it just lets the 
current powers dig in.” He gestured between the two heads of the 
table as he spoke, acknowledging who the ‘current powers’ were. 


“Don’t mistake their public mission for their private interests,” Coil 
said smoothly. “The status quo always benefits those in power, 
because it doesn’t endanger that power. Politicians are always 
reluctant to change, for worse or better.” 


“We are not politicians,” Kaiser spat. “Nor are we fighting them. The 
Protectorate will continue their ineffective meddling whatever you 
offer them. Unless you have access to the Director or her staff, 
you're all talk.” He tilted his head. “Do you have that sort of pull?” 


“The nature of my resources is not the concern, here,” Coil said 
testily. “Are we willing to offer a truce to the law? This is not a 
question of whether or not you think they will accept,” he growled as 


Uber opened his mouth to argue. “Are you willing to offer sucha 
truce?” 


Uber shrugged. “You’re welcome to try.” 


“We are,” Shinigami said. “Anything which resolves the situation 
more quickly should be pursued.” 


“We don’t have any day-to-day operations to interrupt,” Grue said. 


“Our ‘day-to-day operations’ are not the sort the PRT are concerned 
with,” Faultline agreed. 


“Ridiculous, all of you,” Kaiser grumbled. “You want us to shut down 
our operations for aid from the very people who should have put a 
stop to this the moment it began. A toothless, decaying organization 
rotting in the bay with the rest of the ships.” 


“You're forgetting what they have to offer,” Coil argued. “We are 
villains; when we fight, the winner walks away, and the loser limps 
home or dies. The Protectorate has the means to contain people like 
Lung. Like the Butcher.” Kaiser didn’t rebut, although his tin-can suit 
made it impossible to tell whether he’d accepted the argument or 
given up trying to make the others see reason. 


“Then it is decided,” Shinigami said, wresting control of the meeting 
back from Coil. “Coil will reach out to the law. We lose nothing if they 
refuse. 


“Now, onto the matter of strategy. The Butcher is their strongest 
asset, someone we have no counter for, but she is only one person. 
No matter how fast she moves, she is still limited to one fight at a 
time. The answer is clear.” 


“Multiple simultaneous deep strikes,” | mumbled. Tattletale kicked me 
under the table. 


“We hit them all at once,” Uber said, spotting the plan. “We hit them 
everywhere. We target their supplies, their muscle, their capes, their 
hideouts, all at once.” 


Grue picked up the thread. “The Butcher can defend one target, but 
the others fall.” 


“Then we do it again,” Shinigami agreed. “Night after night, until 
there is nothing left for them here.” 


“That will suffice for strategy,” Coil said. “Now, for the actual plan-” 


“Different teams have different strengths,” Uber said. “Leet is the 
only tinker here, so whatever you may feel about us, we’ll be 
providing the miracles.” 


Grue chimed in. “We have the mobility to serve as scouts, and one 
of the few Thinkers in the Bay. We can find them, wherever they 
hide.” He turned to look at Faultline. 


“Let me be up front about this,” she said. “We’re not getting involved 
unless it’s on contract. That’s the only way to run this sort of 
business. We don’t take sides, ideological or geographical. Even if 
that means working for the Teeth.” 


“Unfortunate, but perhaps we can work something out. That goes for 
our freelancers, as well,” Coil added with a nod towards Circus and 
Hertz. “Many of us have a stake in the outcome of this war, I’m sure.” 


“It is unfortunate that my power is ill suited for civilized conflict.” 
Shinigami said. “It is... difficult to control, and does not offer any 
finesse. The mere threat has sufficed in the past; it may do so again. 
And if it does not...” She let the thought hang in the air. 


“| will be coordinating the strikes,” Coil said. “My men will accompany 
each group and provide intelligence and support. | am willing to 
devote the majority of my available men to the task, as | have no 
other capes to offer.” 


“Then the alliance is sealed,” Shinigami said. She leaned forward 
and offered a hand to Coil. He shook it, then shook Kaiser’s hand as 
well. All along the table, each of the seated leaders shook every 
other’s hands, with the exception of Kaiser and Shinigami. The fact 
that they hadn't stood out like a sore thumb, as did the fact that no 
one was willing to comment on it. 


“Funny,” Tattletale said. “They’re already planning how stab each 
other in the back. Even Uber is looking for his angle.” 


With the pact sealed, such as it was, Coil managed to bring the 
meeting around to planning, suffering the occasional interruption by 
Uber. Kaiser and Shinigami remained locked in silent stalemate as 
the meeting turned to the various approaches to safehouses and 
stashes, how Coil would be running communications, and what to do 
when the Butcher appeared. The answer to the last one was 
‘withdraw until she leaves, then go back to attacking’. Coil made sure 
to emphasize communication again, stressing the importance of 
tracking the Butcher and making himself indispensable in the coming 
war. 


“A sound plan,” Kaiser admitted, once the planning stage had wound 
down. “What guarantee do we have that you will all follow through?” 
He made up for his face-concealing helmet by sneering vocally. “We 
have been alone in our fight until now; | want to make sure we'll be 
able to tell the difference.” 


“Simple,” Coil said immediately. “We shuffle our teams, making sure 
every team has members from as many organizations as possible. 
That way, we all have a stake in every team’s success, and anyone 
who betrays us leaves their teammates surrounded by enemies.” He 
turned to address Kaiser directly. “This would naturally result in the 
Empire having more capes in each group than the other gangs.” 


“Leaving the Empire with the heaviest commitment of force,” Kaiser 
said. “Don't try to make it sound like a concession. You are placing 
the burden on us.” 


“Perhaps someone needs to remind the Emperor of his noblesse 
oblige,” Shinigami responded airily. 


“| didn’t realize the ABB was French-” 


“We will all be deploying our full force,” Coil interjected. “The 
Situation is simply that-” 


“-but that certainly explains why we rolled over you-!” 
“-the Empire has more to offer-” 
“-only thing you scum share with the Wehrmacht is-!” 


The door slammed open, silencing the argument as everyone turned 
to stare at the new arrivals. The Butcher strode into the room, 
dressed in her weird blend of tribal/neadhunter/samurai armor, 
holding a massive bow taller than she was like a staff. The rest of the 
Teeth filed in after her, five men and two women. Animos, 
Hemorrhagia, Pile, Spree, Vex, Xerxes-| didn’t know which was 
which-plus another we hadn't heard of. 


Butcher stopped a few feet away from the table and threw something 
onto the surface. Even Kaiser flinched slightly as Skidmark and 
Squealer’s heads rolled to a stop in the center of the meeting table, 
dribbling blood. The sickening, wet sounds of the heads coming to 
rest left dead quiet in their wake. 


Coil broke the silence. “You were not invited,” he said simply. 
Butcher’s face twitched and spasmed as the voices in her head 
argued about how to respond. 


She settled on, “So?” 


“Rude, not to invite us,” one of the other Teeth said. He had more 
bones on his costume than most, and was leaning on the haft of a 
crudely-made battleaxe. The floor of the pub seemed to be suffering 
from its mere touch. “We’re as much a part of this city as you are.” 


“Reaver,” Tattletale whispered. “Entropy striker, works through 
weapons.” 


“You are no part of any city,” the nameless ABB cape said, his voice 
soft and effeminate. “You are vagrants, homele-” He squawked and 
toppled off his chair as the Butcher scowled at him. 


The air in the room grew even colder at the display of power. Butcher 
smirked, daring anyone to make an issue of it. 


Shinigami pushed her chair back from the table and stood with 
deliberate slowness. “That was poorly done,” she said. “This is 
neutral ground. The use of powers is forbidden here.” 


There was another pause as the Butcher reached consensus. “So?” 
she asked again. 


“| suggest you leave. Now.” 


“Because everyone gangs up on rule breakers, right?” Reaver 
asked. “Like you were gonna do anyway? Scary.” 


“Because it invites reprisal,” Shinigami said, raising her hands to the 
knot in her blindfold. At the other end of the table, Purity flared 
brighter and floated off her seat into the air. | couldn't tell whether 
she was getting ready to support Shinigami or swat her down. 


“She’s bluffing,” Tattletale mouthed. You could have heard a pin drop 
in the silence as Shinigami slowly, carefully worked the knot out. 
She’s gotta be bluffing. The knot came undone. Fuck, fuck. She’s not 
bluffing. The capes in the various booths in her field of view averted 
their eyes, as though the power required eye contact. | was very, 
very glad we were looking at her back. The blindfold fell away. 


Nothing happened. 


“This is your last warning,” Shinigami said. “Leave.” 


“Or what?” Reaver asked. He hefted his axe onto his shoulder and 
took half a step forward before he imploded, a chunky mass of 
ropey gore and warped bones spraying backwards and painting the 
booth behind him with blood and viscera. Leet had just enough 
warning to duck under the table and avoid being covered in dead 
Cape or joining him as wallpaper. The Teeth woman to Reaver’s left 
screamed as her arm blew apart from spilled-over power; the blood 
gushing forth twisted and flowed back onto her arm, covered the 
stump like a massive scab. Hemorrhagia. Reaver’s axe head buried 
itself into the wooden floor with a thunk, rotting the wood around it at 
its touch. The haft had been reduced to splinters. 


Butcher twitched madly as she continued her staredown with 
Shinigami. “You can't kill me,” she said. “I win. Always.” 


“If you wish to rule a mound of corpses,” Shinigami replied. At some 
unseen signal, she barked, “Don’t,” causing one of the other Teeth to 
recoil like he’d been slapped. 


“You die,” Butcher said. “All of you. Die.” She turned and walked out 
the door. Hemorrhagia was next, still cradling the stump of her right 
arm. The rest of the Teeth followed. 


The last member of the Teeth to leave stopped in the doorway and 
turned back around to address Shinigami. “I’m going to kill you 
slowly, you who-!” Only his head exploded, leaving his headless 
body to topple into the street. The door slammed shut of its own 
accord. 


Purity returned to her seat, dimming down to her normal glow. 
Shinigami remained motionless, staring at the door, until Oni Lee 
stood and retrieved her blindfold from the floor, tying it back in place 
with practiced ease. No sooner had he fastened it over her eyes than 
the young girl toppled backwards, fainting into his arms. Kaiser held 
his tongue as the ninja bridal-carried her back to the table, where the 
Noh-masked man was still getting to his feet. Leet poked his head 
out from under the table, quivering in fear; he was coated in blood 
and missing his hat. 


“| believe this meeting is adjourned,” Coil said, his unflappable 
demeanor badly strained by the showdown. Kaiser and the Empire 
got up headed out the front door. One of the Nazi capes stopped to 
talk to Coil for a moment, but | couldn’t tell who it was or what was 
said in the general milling about. 


Tattletale lead us out of the booth towards Grue, who was lingering 
to listen to the discussion between Coil and Faultline. “She broke the 
truce,” Coil was saying in the manner of someone repeating a point. 
“You are obligated to respond, just by virtue of having attended the 
meeting at all.” 


“The problem was resolved,” Faultline argued. “Thoroughly.” Her 
eyes flicked to the smear that had been Reaver, then back to the 
severed heads that were still on the table. “You may rest assured 
that we will not be cooperating with the Teeth, at least. Not after that 
display.” 


“What the hell happened there?” | asked no one in particular. 


“Skidmark was pissed enough to go tell the Teeth about the 
meeting,” Tattletale said. “I really didn’t think he’d be stupid enough 
to march up to the Butcher and tell her that he was invited toa 
conspiracy against her, but... he was.” 


“We’re heading out the back,” Grue said, leaving the two villains to 
their discussion. Trickster and the Travelers were already heading 
that way. “Hold up,” he called. “I'll check if it’s clear.” 


“Many thanks,” Trickster said, tipping his hat. “Wouldn’t do to be 
ambushed now, of all times.” Grue filled the last few feet of corridor 
with darkness, then stepped into it. A moment later, the cloud 
vanished, and we headed out into the alley. Trickster pulled a pack of 
cigarettes out of his pocket and offered it around. When no one 
accepted his offer, he put the pack back and held his out to Genesis, 
who lit it with a tongue of flame from her mouth. “Ah,” he sighed, 
puffing away through the mouth-hole in his mask. “That was certainly 
more interesting than I'd expected.” 


“That’s one way to put it,” | said. | took a moment to check on the 
other Undersiders; Grue was arguing with Bitch about something, 
Tattletale was lost in thought, Regent seemed bored, and Skitter was 
completely fascinated by Genesis. 


“You’re a cape?” she asked. Genesis nodded. “Oh.” Skitter seemed 
disappointed, which made Sundancer laugh. 


“She wants to touch you,” she told Genesis. Genesis chuffed and 
stepped forward, lowering her head so Skitter could run her hand 
over the scales. Sundancer grinned. “See? She doesn’t mind.” 


“This iS so cool.” 


| turned back to Trickster and Ballistic, who had stuck near me. “We 
haven't been introduced. I’m Flux.” 


“Trickster, of the Travelers,” Trickster said as we shook hands. 


“Perdition, of the same,” the man I’d assumed was Ballistic said. 
“We've heard of you; | believe we have some friends in common. 
Helped someone we know get back on her feet, so to speak.” His 
eyes flicked over to Genesis for a moment as he spoke. 


Ah. So that was how things had played out. “Always good to have 
friends,” | said with a smile. 


Soo X SSX S=Xo-- 


Chapter 24: Hook 


Chapter 24: Hook 


“Feel better?” Diane asked. 
“Not really.” 


Sunday. The day after the meeting saw Emily, Diane, and | sitting in 
our yard in the bright morning sun. | was trying very hard to come to 
terms with last night. 


“It was just... boom. He’s there and then he’s gone. Just fucking 
gone.” 


It wasn’t that he’d died. I'd seen people die before. I'd been 
responsible for it. I'd had a year to acclimate to combat; /ewd 
combat, for much of it, and all the more disturbing for it. 


It wasn’t the mess, although that hadn’t helped. Dead bodies are one 
thing; seeing a live person reduced to giblets was another. That 
wasn’t the part that had stuck me with, though. 


It was the fact that she could do that to me and my entire team, and 
there is nothing | could do to stop it. My power wasn’t going to block 
that. It was a save-or-die effect without the save. 


The PRT listed Shinigami as a blaster 9+, with a notice not to 
approach under any circumstances. Ace said the Directors were 
currently arguing about what to do if she demanded Lung’s release, 
with the options breaking down into ‘give up and release Lung’ and 
‘kill her before she kills us all’. The optimists hoped that she wouldn’t 
want the old boss back. Piggot had the paperwork requesting a kill 
order written up already, waiting only for her signature and 
submission. 


The fact that she was closer to Dinah’s age than mine had made me 
forget that she was the most dangerous cape in the Bay, including 
Lung. Man, what was it with the ABB and getting single, ludicrous 
capes? 


“Unfortunately, | can’t help much,” Diane said. “It’s fiat related, so | 
can’t affect it directly.” How the hell was being terrified by seeing 
someone get blown away by a monstrously strong blaster fiat 
related’? “It’s hitting your trigger trauma,” she explained. “The idea 
that people can just be... ended, without warning-it’s similar to what 
happened to you. Well, local you. You’re imagining losing your team, 
the way you lost your old friends.” 


| groaned; her explanation had only made the feeling more 
noticeable. “I'll be all right,” | said, trying to convince myself. “I have 
to be. We start tomorrow.” Coil was probably going to try to keep us 
alive, anyway. 


“You will be alright,” Emily repeated. “I’m not going to let you die. Any 
of you. Trust me.” 


“| do.” A lot more than | trusted Coil, certainly. Still... 
Boom. 
== XS=X=S=X--- 


Thinking about Coil reminded me that | still had close to forty grand 
sitting in a shady account somewhere, and | decided to use it. After a 
thorough background check-by which | mean a quick call to Max and 
the use of his various thinker-type perks-I rang up the Number Man 
and had the entire account donated to a charity offering aid to 
victims of parahuman violence. God knows there was a lot of that 
going around, lately. 


And since my mind was in free-association mode, | followed that 
train of thought to Jenn and the potion I'd asked for. Karl directed me 
to the library, a building that I'd woefully neglected thus far. It had-if | 


remembered Max’s tour correctly-more or less every bit of media 
from every world he’d ever visited. Come to think of it, | should really 
ask when he started Jumping. For all | knew, he could have left from 
his version of 1990 and watched my show in reruns sometime in the 
2030s on another jump entirely. | was going to end up blowing my 
own mind at this rate, so | pushed my speculation aside and 
refocused on my actual goal. 


Now that | was paying attention again: the library was huge. Stupidly 
huge. The ceiling was probably a hundred feet overhead, and the 
heavy oak shelves stood twenty feet apart to fit the ladders that let 
you climb that high. It would have been exceedingly inconvenient if 
not for the fact that most people around here probably had some 
method of flight handy. Other than the extravagant scale, the library 
was pretty plain. The floor was the sort of no-actual-pattern fuzz 
carpeting | associated with airports, offices, and other uncomfortably 
shared spaces; and the shelves were polished but otherwise free of 
decoration besides the books they bore. 


| wandered through the aisles for a while, torn between admiring the 
scale of the place and quietly doubting that anyone could ever find 
anything, before | found a severely dressed 20-something Chinese 
woman pouring over three massive tomes. “Excuse me,” | said, 
“have you seen Jenn?” 


The woman looked at me in confusion for a moment, then laughed 
and disappeared, revealing Jenn as | knew her. “Hiya, Kasey!” she 
said. 

“Hi,” | said, baffled. “I didn’t recognize you.” 


“| saw!” She grinned. “I usually stick to forms my age, but it’s easier 
to carry larger books when I’m bigger. Leverage, you know?” 


| was only sort of listening to the end of her explanation. “Your age?” 
| repeated. 


She shrugged. “I’m only as old as | feel.” 


“Right.” Immortality apparently did weird things to people, but | could 
roll with that. “Il was wondering how the potion was going.” 


“It’s going,” Jenn said. “I was right about one thing: my first idea was 
a dead end. So was the second. I’m currently on my third.” She 
rapped her knuckles on the page she’d been reading from. “I’m 
pretty sure this will work, though. It’s got just enough science to it 
that the power-down drawback shouldn't cripple it once | work out 
the kinks. Another week, probably.” 


“Great. Thanks again, really. | can’t thank you enough.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “This was a great puzzle. I’m a little 
curious why you didn’t just use the medical pod, though.” 


“Ah.” | shifted uncomfortably, scratching the back of my neck with 
one hand. “I, uh, figured this would be easier to explain. You know, 
tinker-tech drug, or whatever.” 


“Makes sense to me,” Jenn said happily. “Don’t worry about me, 
Cass. Go have fun.” 


“See you later,” | said, trying to ignore the way her parting words had 
my stomach in a knot. 


So X SSX S=XK eso 


| burned off my nervous energy running more combat sims. | was 
seriously tempted to bring a gun to the fight tomorrow, no matter how 
ill-mannered it may be. The Bank Job had been child’s play; Shadow 
Stalker’s tragic injury aside, the stakes had been as low as they got 
in the cape business. 


Four capes had died last night. 
The jump in difficulty after finishing the intermediate courses was 


hitting me like a brick, which wasn’t helping my mood. | was 
attempting ‘Action Hero, Advanced, Elimination, Scenario 01’ for the 


eighth or ninth time when my phone buzzed. Meet at hq. | senta 
confirmation and ended the course. 


Back in Brockton Bay, the sun was setting. The streets were even 
more abandoned than normal for this time of night; it wasn’t safe to 
be out after dark with the gangs in a full-blown war. The Undersiders 
were sitting on the couches: Rachel, Brian, and Lisa on one, Alec 
claiming the entirety of the other. | glared at him until he made room. 
“Where’s Taylor?” 


“At home,” Lisa said. “Her dad’s still awake, so she couldn’t sneak 
out.” 


Brian cleared his throat. “I got a call from Coil,” he said. “We-the, uh, 
‘home team’, | guess-are forming five teams. There was a bunch of 

backroom dealing after the meeting broke up, but the upshot is that 

‘organizations’ like us get to pair their members. There are six of us, 
so we'll only be on three of the teams. 


“We don’t get to choose which teams we're on,” he continued, “and 
we don’t know who we'll be working with, but we do get to stick with 
a teammate we work well with. So, the question is: who’s going with 
who?” 


“You have some thougNts already,” Lisa said. 


“Yeah. First, our heaviest hitters are Kasey, Rachel, and Taylor. 
We're sending people to three teams, so the obvious choice is to 
split them up. Sorry, Kasey,” he added. “I know you two are a pair, 
but it makes the most sense.” 


“| understand,” | said. 
“Good. Second, our best escape avenues are Rachel, Kasey, and 


myself-you girls for soeed, myself for concealment. Splitting those up 
means | pair with Taylor.” 


“You two have synergy, as well,” Lisa said. “She can use her bugs in 
your darkness just fine.” 


“I’m sure you'll be making tons of synergy when you get home, 
right?” Alec asked. “Ow! Hey!” 


I'd jabbed him with my elbow. “I’m going to have to deal with this 
idiot, aren’t |?” 


Brian shook his head. “Rachel and Lisa don’t get along. It’s better to 
split them up.” 


“So that pairs me with Lisa.” Convenient; there were exactly enough 
constraints to leave one valid answer, like a logic puzzle. 


“Yeah,” he said, then paused and looked over at Lisa. “Those are the 
pairs you had us ride in last Friday.” 


“It’s the most logical way to spread us out,” Lisa said. “Maximizes 
redundancy and makes sure than any pair can take care of 
themselves if they’re separated.” 


“Always a step ahead, aren’t you?” he asked. She smirked. “Right. 
No objections?” There were none. “Then | think that’s settled. I'll call 
Coil, see how we're getting placed.” Brian stood up and walked to 
the back of the loft, where some quirk of the building improved cell 
reception. Rachel got up and walked to her room rather than share a 
couch with Lisa without a buffer between them, giving me a chance 
to switch couches. Alec immediately sprawled back out on his couch 
as he pulled his phone from his pocket, so it wasn’t like | would have 
a seat to go back to if | got up anyway. 


“So,” | said, “Jayne and Tae-chan, Bob and Izoni, and us?” 
“Who?” Alec asked. 


Lisa sighed. “Kasey has been handing out nicknames,” she said. 
“Don’t bother asking her to explain them.” 


“| will not stop memeing and you cannot make me.” 


“You are off in the head, you know that, right?” Alec said. | stuck my 
tongue out at him. 


“You doing okay, Kasey?” Lisa asked. 


“Yeah, of course.” | could tell she didn’t believe me. “I'll be okay.” The 
more | say it, the more likely it is to be true. “I’ve seen people die 
before, in messier ways.” 


Lisa studied me. “You have,” she said uncertainly. “It doesn’t make it 
better, though, does it?” 


“It hit close to home. The suddenness of it.” | shrugged. “It’s not 
going to slow me down. Don’t worry.” 


“Are you going to be okay if it happens again? Now that both sides 
have used lethal force, it’s not going to deescalate.” 


“I'll manage.” 


“Don’t get too enthusiastic,” Alec said, not even glancing up from the 
game he was playing. “We don’t take murderers, you know.” 


“Don’t bullshit me, dude,” | snapped. “Not like your family’s going to 
come knocking.” | regretted it as soon as I’d said it. Way to keep 
your knowledge to yourself, dumbass. 


Alec started slightly; he stared at me, then looked at Lisa. “What are 
you looking at me for?” she asked. “I told you she knew too much 
about us. It was the first thing | said when we met her!” 


He looked back at me, then shrugged and returned his attention to 
his phone. “Eh, she’s cool. Whatever.” 


Brian came back into the living area. “All right. Rachel and Alec are 
on team Aleph. Me and Taylor are on Bet. Lisa and Kasey are on 
Dalet.” 


“What are we doing?” | asked. 


“No idea. ‘Operational Security’. All | know is the meeting locations.” 
He rattled off a series of street intersections. 


“We’re hitting two safehouses and a drug stash,” Lisa said. “Bet’s the 
stash.” 


“What are the other two teams doing?” | asked. 


“One team is hitting their motor pool. The last is assaulting one of the 
Teeth’s drug dens-not a stash or a business, more a space for them 
to sleep off whatever they’ve taken,” she told us. “It’s like a barracks 
for them, where most of their manpower is when they aren't actually 
doing anything.” 


“Sounds like a clusterfuck,” Alec said. 


“Yeah. We got lucky dodging that.” Or Coil’s arranging things to keep 
us out of the meatgrinder. | wasn’t regretting giving him the extra 
time... yet. 


“No kidding,” Brian said. “Kasey, you mind swinging by Taylor’s 
house tomorrow, letting her know the deal? She'll need to make her 
own way to the meeting point.” 


“| can. Why not just text her? She’ll get it when she checks the 
burner.” 


“| want to make sure I-well, you-can answer questions before we go. 
And...” he rubbed his neck awkwardly. “Il was hoping you could 
check on her, make sure she’s doing okay after last night. That 
wasn’t supposed to happen.” 


| really should have thought of that myself, but I’d been self- 
centered, as always. “You’re right, that’s a good idea. I'll head over 
after school.” 


“Great. We’re done, then, unless there’s anything else?” | shook my 
head, as did Lisa. “Right. I’ll see you tomorrow, after we’re done. Be 
careful out there.” 


=X S=KS==X=-- 


Rather than visiting her at her home and having to tip-toe around her 
father, | decided to dodge the problem entirely by waiting for Taylor 
outside Winslow. “Kasey?” she asked when | waved her down. 
“What's up?” 

“Couple things,” | said. We were still in a crowd, so | didn’t elaborate 
yet. Taylor took the hint; she hitched her bag and started walking 
down the street, and | followed. Most of the students headed straight 


to the parking lot or the bus stop, so the crowd thinned out pretty 
quickly as we walked away from the school. 


“So. The whole... plan.” | took a moment to check that we weren’t 
going to be overheard before | continued. “We'll be pairing off for 
assignments. Lisa and I, you and Brian, and Alec and Rachel.” 
“Three teams?” she asked. 

“We’re being sent to three teams, out of five. Paired off, like | said.” 


“Where are we meeting?” 


“| didn’t memorized the other meeting points. Brian will text you the 
address. You'll have to make your own way there.” 


“Great. | can do that.” Taylor nodded. 
“You're okay working with Brian?” 


“Yeah, sure, | guess. You guys probably put more thought into it than 
| have.” She paused. “How’d you come up with the teams?” 


“Brian made most of the decisions. He laid out all the constraints and 
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why there was exactly one ‘solution’. 


“lll ask him, them.” 


“It’s not that complicated,” | said, then stopped. It was easy enough 
to explain why the team’s powers worked well like that... but we 
were out on the street in our civvies. “Uh, nevermind. You can ask 
him if you’re curious.” 


Taylor snorted at my misstep. “I'll do that,” she said. 

That left one more topic on the agenda. “Are you okay?” 
“Why wouldn't | be?” 

“| mean, you know...” | took a deep breath. “After last night.” 


“Ah.” It was a moment before she continued. “I think I’m okay,” she 
said. “The heads hit me worse than the... other thing. That was 
gross, but it looked more like bad special effects than a real person 


dying.” 

“That’s fair.” I'd felt the opposite. Shinigami blowing someone apart 
had been far more disturbing to me. Then again, | hadn’t gotten a 
good look at the heads; who know what Taylor had managed to 
sense. “You sure you’re okay?” 

“I’m fine.” Taylor met my eyes. “Really.” 

“Really? Because | wasn't.” 

“I’m fine,” she insisted. “And so are you.” 


“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” | wasn’t sure | was fine at all. 
“Do you have any questions? About tonight?” 


“I’ve got it. Really. Did Lisa put you up to this?” 


“Brian, actually,” | said casually. “He wanted to make sure you were 
doing okay.” 


Taylor ducked her head. “I'll be fine.” Was she blushing? “We fought 
Lung, remember? This isn’t my first rodeo.” 


“As | looked out over the flaming ruins of my second rodeo,” | 
quoted. “/ realized | may have overstated my experience.” 


Taylor rolled her eyes and punched me in the shoulder. 
So X SSK == es- 


Before | knew it, it was Monday night. The first day of the War 
Against the Teeth. Just like the moments leading up to the bank, 
once it came time to start, my nerves just... faded away. This was 
the “Strong Heart” perk in action, making sure | was ready to act in 
the crisis | was about to instigate. | could tell the moment it 
happened, now that | was looking for it, and it was... weird. 


It felt a bit like Xanax, actually. 


Tattletale and | arrived twenty minutes before eleven o’clock. Five 
minutes early; better than being told off for being late. | was wearing 
my old costume; ironically, leaving the new one in the loft meant it 
was still sitting in a box, unused, because we hadn't staged anything 
from there since I'd dropped it off. 


We flew in, of course. | set us down in the center of the vacant lot we 
were using as a meeting place and took a look around. Trickster and 
the actual Ballistic were lingering in one corner of the lot, surrounded 
by a cloud of cigarette smoke. 


| Knew both their powers already. Trickster could swap two objects 
he could see; the size and shape mattered more than the mass, but | 
wasn’t sure how much. The PRT listed him as a mover, but he fought 
like a shaker, confusing the battlefield by moving people and objects 
around erratically. Ballistic was a blaster; he could accelerate objects 
he touched to supersonic velocities. Unfortunately, he couldn’t dial 
down the speed, which made it hard to use carefully. 


“Hail, the Travelers!” | called. 


“Hail, the Undersiders!” Trickster responded, ashing his cigarette in 
the weeds underfoot. They stood up as we approached, and we met 
halfway, exchanging greetings and handshakes. “You know the 
plan?” 


“Not in detail,” | said. “What’s the plan?” 


“We weren’t told either,” he said. “Hopefully whoever we're waiting 
for knows.” 


“The Empire,” Tattletale said. “They’re the only group on every team. 
We'll have... three members. Probably the fliers.” 


We were near the north end of the city. The Teeth had primarily set 
up shop in the Trainyards and the west docks, places the Merchants 
had used but not ‘held’. With only Mush and Trainwreck left in the 
organization, it wasn’t clear whether there would still be a Merchants 
gang by the time this was over. If the Teeth managed to stake their 
claim, they’d likely take over the low-end drug market. If they were 
defeated, the ABB would likely turn north. The fact that Trainwreck 
was secretly in Coil’s pocket only complicated matters further. 


Back to the present: the buildings here were low, squat structures, 
none more than two stories tall. They were also empty; the Teeth 
would have pushed out any homeless squatters who weren’t willing 
to fly the colors. All in all, it was a good environment for close air 
support. 


The Empire had three fliers of varying mobility; in descending order, 
they were Purity, who had straight-up flight; Rune, who could 
telekinetically lift objects and ride them; and Crusader, whose 
projections could fly and lift people, including himself. We'd likely 
have at least one; probably Rune, to give Ballistic a nice, high 
vantage point, although Purity had enough firepower to just flatten 
the stash-house by herself. 


“You ready for this?” | asked Tattletale. “I’m a little surprised you’re 
out in the field, to be perfectly honest.” 


“Didn't have much choice,” she said. “It would reflect badly on the 
team if | wasn’t out here. The only people sitting this out are the ones 
who aren't stable, like Labyrinth.” 


“And Coil,” | added. “You see his people anywhere, Tats?” 


“Not yet. They’re around, though.” We can’t speak freely, was the 
message | got. Was Coil paranoid enough to bug the future meeting 
sites? Probably. 


“Since we have some time, we should practice a bit,” Trickster said. 
“| may have to swap you guys around, So you may as well get used 
to it now. You two are pretty close in height, so this won't be too 
hard.” | was suddenly a few feet to the left. My balance wasn’t 
affected, but having the scenery snap like that was disorienting, to 
say the least. He did it twice more. “There you go. Not so bad, right?” 


“It’s all right,” | allowed. “I’m going to try not to need it all the same, 
no offense.” 


“None taken.” 
“The Empire’s here,” Tattletale said, pointing up into the sky. 


| followed her finger, then did a double-take. “You've got to be 
kidding me.” For reasons | could only guess, the Empire had decided 
to arrive on a flying sofa. They were /iterally couch-surfing. The Nazi 
love-seat landed in the middle of the lot, allowing Rune, Krieg, and 
Crusader to step off. 


Rune was a telekinetic striker, capable of ‘inscribing’ objects that she 
was then able to lift and throw with her mind-she’d been piloting the 
sofa. She had a somewhat ‘wizardly’ costume, long robes and a cowl 
over her masked face. Crusader was one of the... four? five? 
masters in the Bay, who formed projections of himself that could fly 


and phase through walls; his costume was little more than 
homemade armor with red and black stylings. Krieg, | Knew the least 
about, other than he was extremely hard to kill-another variant of 
telekinesis or aerokinesis, if | remembered correctly, a defense 
almost like Accelerator’s vector field. He still had the same 
Hollywood-concentration-camp-guard uniform, although he’d traded 
his gas mask for a pair of aviator goggles that hid the top half of his 
face and left the bottom free, probably so he could be heard properly 
when he spoke. 


“Listen up,” Krieg said without preamble. “We will be hitting the 
safehouse in fifteen minutes.” He said it like, ‘Vee vill be hitting zee 
safe-haus... ’-it had to be one of ‘zee’ worst German accents I'd ever 
heard. Probably very effective at disguising his voice, though, I'd 
give him that. “Our first goal is the destruction of the supplies they 
have stockpiled there. Our second goal is to incapacitate as many of 
the degenerates as possible for the eventual police response. At 
first, the defenses will be only normal thugs, but they will be well 
armed, so don’t hesitate to use lethal force.” Easy for the Nazi to 
say, | thought bitterly. 


“We will be able to counter any cape they bring except the Butcher. If 
the Butcher does show up, we must retreat immediately, in good 
order. It is essential that we keep track of the Butcher. If she is here, 
our comrades elsewhere will have free reign. Because | do not trust 
that you have properly prepared, | will list her powers once. They 
are: brute strength and toughness, seeing people through walls, a 
danger sense, causing excruciating pain, leaving festering wounds, 
teleportation with an explosion at the target location, reshaping 
homogeneous matter, causing rage, immunity to pain, and perfect 
accuracy.” He cleared his throat. “The Empire will be offering healing 
if you should suffer a festering wound,” Krieg ground out, clearly 
unhappy with the concession. 


“The specifics: Rune will provide a platform for the Travelers to view 
the battlefield. Flux and myself will enter alongside the phantoms, 
with the blaster providing air support. Coil’s men will disable and 


Capture any gangsters we flush out of the building. Flux, you are 
bulletproof, ja?” | nodded. “Excellent. Any questions?” 


“Can | hitch a ride on the flying carpet?” Tattletale asked. 
“Who are you again?” Krieg asked. 


“Tattletale? Robbed a bank?” She was clearly unhappy to have been 
forgotten. 


“What is your power? No, nevermind, it doesn’t matter. Do as you 
wish.” 


“Are we all going to fit on the sofa?” Trickster asked. 


Krieg snorted. “What? No. That was a matter of subtlety.” He turned 
to Rune. “If you would, please.” 


Rune smiled, and a chunk of asphalt a dozen feet in diameter pulled 
itself free of the already badly potholed street behind her, surface 
glowing with strange, pseudo-Nordic runes. “Good enough?” she 
asked mockingly. 


Trickster whistled appreciatively. “I'll say.” He moved towards the 
floating platform, but | caught his arm before he could board. 


“| Know | complained about the teleporting, but if anyone falls, you 
can swap me for them,” | told him. “I can take it.” 


“Good to know. We'll try to stay on all the same.” | nodded and 
released him, and everyone but Krieg and | boarded the flying 
platform. 


“Any idea why they put so many long range supports on the same 
team?” | asked as Krieg led Crusader’s phantoms and | down the 
street. 


“My idea. The platform makes for an ideal vantage point for them. 
We get the most value out of its use like this. | also requested 


another brute; that is you.” He pronounced it ‘veequested’, which | 
wasn’t sure was right for any accent. “Ah. Here we are.” He pointed 
to a building much like the others we’d passed, a low, two-story 
commercial building of some sort, then started walking towards the 
nearest door, only for it to open of its own accord. 


A man in ragged, spike-studded clothing emerged and fired a 
submachine gun at Krieg and I. The bullets whizzed harmlessly 
around him and mushroomed against me with equally little effect. 
Then the gun jerked out of his hands as another, much louder 
gunshot sounded from somewhere behind us: one of Coil’s men, no 
doubt. The Teeth man stared at his empty hands for several 
seconds, then screamed as a second shot went through his ankle. 


That was the end of the silence. Crusader’s phantoms flew forward, 
though the walls, and a hail of gunfire emerged from deeper inside, 
punctuated by the loud snap-boom of Ballistic’s power punching 
holes in the building. Krieg walked with the slow, unflinching pace of 
a terminator, and | followed suit. 


The ground floor was a madhouse. Numerous holes had already 
been punched through the ceiling by Ballistic’s power, and blood 
covered the floor. Several Teeth were clutching mangled hands, 
courtesy of Crusader, and at least two others were already dead. 
The ones who were still mobile were running around in a panic. No 
one challenged us as we walked forward. 


Another hole opened up overhead as one of Ballistic’s shots 
punched through the floor above, narrowly missing one of the 
surviving gangsters. “Fuck!” | yelled, flinching as bits of old roofing 
material showered down in front of us. 


“Relax. You would survive a hit, ja?” Krieg stopped, looking around 
the poorly-lit remnants of what had once been some sort of 
department store. “Ah. Here we are.” He walked around a low 
dividing wall, and | followed. Half a dozen large wooden crates sat 
lined up on the other side, each roughly a four-foot cube. “Flux. If 
you would?” | pulled a crate open, revealing guns. A /ot of guns. 


Krieg pulled out a large tin out of his coat pocket and dumped some 
sort of powder into the crate; thermite, if | had to guess. 


“We’re destroying the stuff, not stealing it?” 


“Nein. If we steal something, we must divide it among the teams. Too 
complicated, too likely to cause problems. Please, continue.” | pulled 
another crate open, and he repeated the process, going down the 
line until every crate had been sabotaged. Then he pulled out a book 
of matches, lit one, and threw it into the middle crate. 


Nothing happened. 


“Ah, forgot the fuse.” He pulled out a strand of magnesium wire and 
lit it with another match. “It is not every day that | have an excuse to 
do this, you see,” he said as he threw the burning wire into the crate. 
That set off the thermite, and the spray of hot iron quickly spread the 
reaction to the other crates. “Come. There will be more supplies.” He 
pointed to another stash of crates, and | followed him through the 
shop, the merrily burning thermite sizzling in the background. 


| popped the top off to reveal what was probably close to a metric ton 
of canned beans. “We have to destroy this stuff, too?” 


“Not worth the thermite. Check the others.” | pulled off more lids, 
revealing more canned goods, dry cereal, and a massive quantity of 
rice. Krieg ignored the lot, so | stuffed a crate into my pocket while 
he wasn’t looking. 


The gunfire upstairs had already died down, as had the sonic booms 
and impacts of our airborne blaster. “| am feeling decidedly 
redundant,” | complained as we approached another stock of crates. 


Krieg laughed. “You will get your chance when the capes come. 
There is no point sending you to chase down individual scum, ja?” 


“Ja,” | repeated mockingly as | cracked another box. These crates 
were full of medical supplies. “Il don’t Suppose we can spare this 


stuff?” 
He pulled out another thermite tin. “Nien.” | scowled, but didn’t argue. 


In the end, | never got the chance Krieg spoke of. The Teeth soldiers 
went down, the supplies burned, and the capes never came. We met 
back up with the rest of our team just outside the front door. 


“| think that’s it,” Tricker said as he hopped off the platform. “That 
was... underwhelming.” 


“Yeah.” | had managed to be bored during what I’d expected to be a 
life-or-death fight. “What was it like up in the air?” 


“Your partner spotted for Ballistic, and he put holes in walls. | 
swapped guns for rubble and dropped men outside for Coil’s men to 
tie up. They did most of the fighting.” 


“Don’t forget Crusader’s phantoms,” Tattletale added. “There was a 
lot of friendly fire when they entered. Probably a few dead from that.” 


“Serves them right,” Rune said haughtily. “Idiots.” 


“Do not dwell on it,” Krieg told us. “It was their own stupidity that 
killed them. Now, is there any other business we must address 
before the PRT gets here? They will be arriving shortly.” 


“Too late to do anything, as always,” Ballistic grumbled. 


Krieg shook his head. “Exactly on time to deal with the trash.” He 
kicked a Teeth member lying on the ground next to him, drawing a 
yelp of pain. “Coil was able to arrange a manner of cooperation after 
all. We do the fighting, and they will pretend it is just good fortune 
that So many criminals are lying around, clutching mysterious 
wounds. Lucky for them, ja?” 


“Convenient,” Trickster agreed. “Well, | don’t Suppose we could catch 
a ride back home with you?” 


“Not a chance,” Rune said. “You made your way here, make your 
way back.” 


“Ah, well, it was worth a shot. See you later, amigos.” Trickster 
waved a hand over his shoulder as they walked away. A moment 
later, they were replaced by a broken phone booth and a newspaper 
dispenser. The Nazis left the asphalt slab behind, heading back 
towards their couch, and once they were out of sight, we took to the 
air as well. 
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Tattletale and | were the second team back to the loft. Alec was on 
the couch, playing a Zelda game | didn’t recognize. “Where’s Tae- 
chan, Jayne?” | asked as | sat down next to him. 


“She already left,” he said, not even bothering to comment on my 
nicknaming. “How was your night?” 


“No capes. You?” 
“Same. Maybe two dozen normals with guns. It was pathetic.” 


“We overestimated their communications,” Lisa said as she returned 
from the kitchen. She’d already finished changing into a pair of loose 
pajamas with the Protectorate logo all over them. “By the time they 
got their asses in gear, we were already done.” 


| frowned. “So what do we do next?” 

“The same thing,” she said, as if it was obvious. “The strategy is 
working better than expected.” She tossed me a can of soda and sat 
down on the other couch, opening her own can. 


“Oh.” | looked at the soda-ginger ale?-and tossed it back to her. “1 
gotta admit, the Nazi’s were more... cooperative than | expected.” 


“They were in charge. It was up to us and the Travelers if we were 
going to make an issue of it, and we didn’t, so things went smoothly.” 


She took a sip from her coke while weighing the ginger ale in her 
other hand. “I’m gonna figure out your drink of choice one of these 
days.” 


“| could just tell you.” 
“Don’t ruin my fun, Kasey.” 


Skitter and Grue got back around two in the morning. “Ah, I’m gonna 
feel this tomorrow,” Skitter complained as she headed back to her 
room. “It’s too damn late to still be awake.” 


“Did you see any capes?” | asked Grue. 


“Yeah. Hemorrhagia was there, but she ran the moment the action 
started.” He took his helmet off and stuck it on the shelf, then 
grabbed a cardboard box and headed into the bathroom to change. 
Taylor finished first and said a quick goodnight before heading out 
the door. Lisa retired to her room as well, and | called goodnight to 
Brian through the bathroom door before heading home myself. We’d 
be doing this again tomorrow night, so we all needed all the rest we 
could get. 


| scattered the looted beans across a half-dozen food donation bins 
on my way home. 
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Chapter 25: Line 


Chapter 25: Line 


“They're probably going to show up, this time,” Tattletale warned me. 
“The Teeth?” 
“Yeah.” 


We were on the roof of a building downtown, a few hours before 
Thursday, waiting for the rest of our team. Our objective this time 
was a bit different; Tattletale had determined the Teeth were moving 
something into a rented office building nearby, and we were going to 
find out what it was. 


The plan had originally been to conduct a set of raids every night, 
but the unexpected success of our first outing had put the ‘Alliance’- 
as | thought of it-into a bit of disarray. Apparently, whatever Coil- 
Empire-ABB cabal was running the show hadn't planned for the 
event where all five teams accomplished their entire list of 
objectives. We’d taken Tuesday night off to reorganize. 


| suspected Coil had orchestrated the delay. Backstabbing bastard 
wanted to give the Teeth a chance to bleed the other gangs, after all. 


“SO, what do you think?” | asked. “Drugs?” 


“Almost certainly. They’re trying to hide their product before we 
wreck it again. And they are definitely going to defend it.” 


| grunted, kicking my legs as | sat on the lip of the roof. Tattletale 
had, perhaps wisely, elected not to join me on my perch. “Who are 
they missing, anyway?” 


“What?” 


“The Teeth. Who was the other cape Shinigami offed?” 


“Spree,” she said. “One of their front line fighters; he must have let 
that go to his head.” | groaned. “Sorry, that wasn’t intentional. 
Honest. You ready for this?” 


“Yeah.” I'd gone looking for something | could use in place of healing 
potions and found a couple of nano-medkits-large, high-tech brick- 
shaped applicators I’d tucked away in pockets they really shouldn't fit 
in. They weren't fiat-backed either, but they were more or less 
tinkertech, so they’d work on anyone in the setting. To be honest, | 
wasn't too worried. We were professionals. Hopefully. “Any idea who 
we’re working with, tonight?” 


“Hmm.” She walked over and leaned against the chest-high barrier | 
was sitting on. “We don’t want to make too much of a mess, so we’re 
not going to be working with the Travelers again. Their powers cause 
too much collateral damage. Maybe some of Faultline’s crew? Yeah, 
I’m thinking... Newter and Faultline, plus Circus. From the Empire... 
I’m not sure. Maybe Victor and Othala? Could be Kaiser himself. 
Hard to say.” 


“Coil’s men?” 

“Not coming. Battlefield isn’t right for them, and we’re expecting 
significantly less unpowered resistance here. They’re trying to use 
secrecy as their first line of defense." She put on a cocky grin. “Nota 
great choice against us, right?” 


“Hmph.” | got up and started pacing back and back on the edge of 
the roof-the vertical edge, | mean. | was bored. “Are we early or are 
they late?” 


“We're early,” Tattletale said. 


“That was a rhetorical question.” 


I'd taken to walking laps around the outside of the building by the 
time our allies finally showed up. “There,” Tattletale said, pointing to 
a cab that had just pulled up to the curb below her. The doors 
opened, and Faultline and Newter stepped out before the cabbie 
sped off like a bat out of hell. | held out a hand to Tattletale and got 
her situated on the side of the building with me, and we walked down 
the wall to greet them. 


Newter was the one who spotted us first, when we were about thirty 
feet up. He nudged Faultline and pointed upwards; she followed his 
finger to us, then hung her head in resignation. At least he was 
amused; he took our arrival as an excuse to leap upwards and crawl 
up the wall like a gecko. “Hi, guys!” Newter said cheerfully as we 
walked past. 


“Hi, Newter!” | said. “I didn’t get a chance to see you when | was at 
the club.” 


“Oh yeah, heard about that. You made a pretty good impression on 
the boss lady, sounded like. How’d you end up with her?” He used 
his tail to poke Tattletale on the shoulder, since his hands were 
occupied adhering him to the wall. | grabbed it before he could 
withdraw it and shifted his gravity to match ours. “Hey, don'’t-!... 
woah. Nifty.” He stood up and joined us. “Still, hands off the tail, 
capiche?” 


“To answer your question,” | said, ignoring his complaint, “we ran into 
each other during a cape fight, and they made me an offer.” We had 
gotten close enough to Faultline for conversation, by now, so | called 
out a greeting to her. 


“Flux. Tattletale.” She didn’t seem happy to see us. “Who else are we 
waiting for?” 


“Circus, and the Empire.” Tattletale said. “According to my power, at 
least.” 


“We'll see,” was her response. 


| helped Tattletale and Newter get situated on the sidewalk, but 
beyond that, there was nothing to do but wait. It was an awkward 
minute or two before someone broke the silence. 


“Circus is here.” Tattletale pointed down the block to where the thief 
had just emerged from an alley. Tonight, she was wearing a dark red 
wig and black-and-purple motley with an excessive number of belts. 
“Called it.” 


“And the Empire is late again,” | grumbled. 
“Give ’'em a break,” Newter said. “They’re stuck in 1940.” 


Three minutes past the scheduled time, Tattletale’s phone rang. 
“Tattletale. What? Seriously? Okay. Will do.” She hung up and 
sighed as she stuck the phone back in her pocket. “Apparently, we 
were supposed to be getting Kaiser and the valk-bunnies, but they’re 
busy elsewhere. For some reason. We're going in without them. 
Faultline-” 


“| know how to do my job,” the other woman snapped. “Let’s go.” 
She walked off without another word. Newter shrugged and followed 
her. Tattletale scowled, but kept her mouth shut as we joined them 
moving down the block. 


We were on the edge of Downtown proper, in a no-man’s-land 
between the Empire and Protectorate territories, as such things were 
determined. The buildings had large glass windows unobstructed by 
bars or other defenses, and there were even trees along the edge of 
the sidewalk. It was a hell of a lot nicer than the Docks, almost as 
nice as the area around the Bank; the kind of place that doesn’t have 
you looking over your shoulder every twenty feet. Except | was, 
because we were a very conspicuous group of supervillains in a part 
of town where the police response time was measured in single 
digits. There were no other people in sight; even without a curfew, 
people were staying inside once the sun went down. Things went 
bang bang bang in the night. 


“So, what were you trying to say?” | asked Tattletale. 


“Just that she needed to be ready to make us an escape route if the 
Butcher comes by. We’re playing keep-away, sorta.” 


“With us as the ball,” | grumbled. We turned the corner and headed 
down the block towards the actual target: a slightly less modern- 
looking building that otherwise didn’t stand out much against the 
general backdrop of the area. 


“Exactly.” 


Faultline was waiting for us on one side of the office building, leaning 
against the brick facade. As we approached, she shoved the wall 
beside her, pushing a large, doorway-sized chunk into the building. 
As the brute, | entered first into a large office space stocked with 
cubicles, one of which had just been crushed by the falling masonry. 


Everything was quiet for a moment; then a head poked over one of 
the cubicles, wearing one of the Teeth’s favorite bone-spike-adorned 
bandanas. “Shit! Capes!” He fired a pistol at me one-handed, missed 
horribly, then vaulted the cubicle and ran towards a door on the other 
side of the room. | followed, plowing through cubicles rather than 
going around them, clearing a path for the rest of the group. 


Someone else shot me from the side, and | diverted, scattering more 
of the crappy foam walls as | responded to the new shooter. | didn’t 
have to worry about the guns, but everyone behind me did, and | 
wasn't going to let anyone get shot if | could help it. This guy had his 
bandana covering his hair, rather than his face, which gave me a 
great look at his expression when | cleared the distance in a quarter 
of the time he’d expected and broke his gun arm like a toothpick. 


Another gun fired at someone else, and | spun around looking for the 
threat, but Newter had already dealt with it. The shooter was 
probably going to be missing teeth when he woke up-there was 
definitely a pun there, but | didn’t have time to dwell on it. 


The door the first man had fled through opened again, and two more 
Teeth ran in, carrying rifles. Gunshots rang out from behind me, and 

the two men dropped to the ground as bullets slammed into the wall 

above them. That gave me plenty of time to cross the gap and stomp 
both guns into pancakes. | tossed the disarmed men towards Newter 
as Faultline moved up to the door, sliding another magazine into her 

gun. 


“You flush, | shoot,” she barked. 
“Non-lethal?” 
“Fuckers don’t wanna get shot, they shouldn't play with guns.” 


That didn’t sit well with me, but | didn’t have a good rebuttal; being 
bulletproof probably warped my perspective a bit. | stepped into the 
hallway and immediately took a burst of rifle rounds to the gut. 
“Target in the doorway, left! Far left!” | heard Faultline shoot from 
behind me, driving the gangster back into his cover. He reappeared 
a moment later; this time he was aiming around me, trying to hit 
Faultline. 


“Charge him!” Faultline yelled. 


“On it!” | ran towards the gunman, but made a sharp right turn 
straight through the wall a few strides away, sending drywall 
everywhere. The shooter yelped in surprise as he fell over 
backwards, almost dropping his gun. | kicked it out of his hand, 
probably breaking a few of his fingers in the process, and then took a 
hit | hadn’t seen coming that sent me flying back through another 
section of wall. 


“Fucking bitch!” | mumbled as | hopped back to my feet. Finally, the 
capes come out of the woodwork. 


“Fuck you!” Hemorrhagia screamed as she stepped through the hole 
I’d left in the drywall. She was already covered in a great deal of her 
own blood, wearing it like armor. “I just wanted a quiet fucking night!” 


She waved her scab-covered stump at me. “As if this shit wasn’t bad 
enough, now | have to deal with you-oh for fuck’s sake!” She formed 
a shield of blood in front of her, blocking four more bullets from 
Faultline, which gave me a perfect opportunity to leg sweep her. 


| tried to get my hands on her, but she slipped away, sliding down the 
hallway on her back on a goddamn blood sled and hiding in another 
office. | gave chase, only to find myself launched through another 
wall. Fuck she hit hard; she was still throwing around someone the 
bulk of a couple football linebackers when she hit me like that. 


| wasn’t eager to get sucker punched a third time, so | fell back to 
where Faultline and Tattletale were crouched in opposite doorways, 
guns drawn. “Hemorrhagia hits like a truck,” | complained. 


“She’s abusing surprise and range,” Tattletale said. “Go down the 
main hallway and get past her. Faultline, cut through the wall and 
have Newter push her towards Flux. Striker versus striker, she'll 
have to retreat. Pincer her and take her down.” 


To my amazement, Faultline didn’t protest. “Newter! You heard the 
lady, let’s go!” She darted across the hallway, past Tattletale and into 
the opposite room, and Newter followed a moment later. 


“Where’s Circus?” | asked. 


“Chasing down a couple runners. Get going!” Against my better 
judgment, | went down the hallway again, only for a fucking blood 
tentacle to punch through the wall to my left and try to impale me. It 
didn’t have any luck, and | reflexively tried to grab the thing, but it 
was still blood and flowed through my hands like the liquid it was. 


My instinct was to bust through the wall and try to catch her, but | 
followed Tattletale’s instructions and headed further down the 
hallway before entering the next set of doors. | headed over to the 
connecting door between the two sections and waited. 


Sure enough, Hemorrhagia came running through, fleeing Newter 
this time, and ran right into my waiting arms. | Knocked her to the 
floor and grappled her hard, twisting her good arm into a joint lock. 
“Yield!” | yelled, pressing her face into the tiles. 


“Fuck you!” A dozen blood blades branching off her armor scraped 
ineffectively at me, so | bounced her head off the linoleum. 


“Yield!” | yelled again, banging her head into the floor again, 
“Fucking-” and again, “-yield!” 


“Aagh! Fine!” The blood jabbing at me flowed back onto her stump, 
forming the large scab structure | remembered seeing before. “Stop 
fucking hitting me, you bitch! Fucking hell! You’re gonna give me a 
concussion!” 


“Serves you right,” Faultline said. “Newter?” 


Newter stepped forward and rubbed a sweaty hand across the 
exposed part of her face, and she went limp. The most combat- 
oriented part of Newter’s weird, power-induced biology: all his bodily 
fluids-sweat, spit, blood, those sorts of things-contained an 
extremely potent and fast-acting psychedelic drug that would be 
absorbed through contact with bare skin. Its most miraculous 
property was probably that the only thing that scaled with dosage 
was the duration of the effect; it was impossible to overdose on, 
although a big hit like he’d just given Hemorrhagia should put her 
down for a couple hours. Interestingly, her blood constructs 
remained ‘solid’; another example of powers acting on their own, | 
Supposed. 


Once she’d stopped twitching, | dropped her and stood up, breathing 
hard. As far as | could tell, my standard ‘bend physics’ power didn’t 
have a fatigue cost, but whatever secondary power kept my body 
working ‘normally’ while | was heavy or plastic or whatnot did, and 
those were things | used reflexively to shrug off incoming attacks. | 
might be functionally invincible, but absorbing that many hits so 


quickly left me feeling like | been running sprints. Forget the health 
kits, | should have grabbed myself a stamina potion. 


| looked over my teammates while | caught my breath. Faultline was 

almost as winded, having had to sprint cover to cover in her ballistic 

armor. Newter was in slightly better shape-possibly because he was 

traveling light, possibly due to some aspect of his power-but even he 
seemed to appreciate the break while we waited for the others to join 
US. 


Tattletale didn’t take long to catch up, but Circus took a few minutes 
to return. She seemed to be favoring her left side, but she didn’t 
complain, and no one commented on it. “Where to now?” | asked 
once the five of us were together again. 


“Basement,” Tattletale said. “Stairway is... not far. There, through 
that wall.” We headed in the direction she pointed, weaving between 
cubicles now that we weren't in a fight. Faultline put a hole in the wall 
Tattletale had indicated, giving us unconventional access to the 
stairwell. “There’s only one basement level, because of the aquifer,” 
Tattletale said as we descended. 


“Save the trivia,” Faultline grumbled. | guess teamwork can only last 
so long. 


| pushed open the stairway door into the basement level and was 
immediately shot again, this time in the face. “Do you mind?” | 
Snapped as | brushed flattened buckshot off of my visor and chin. 


“Sorry?” the man said, still pointing the shotgun at my head. He 
wasn’t wearing the normal Teeth gear: not a single bone or spike on 
his person. Which isn’t to say he looked like the sort of person who 
belonged in a building like this, but he certainly wasn’t a dedicated 
member; perhaps one of the ‘fair-weather’ types Tattletale had 
mentioned. He licked his lips nervously. “Uh, | don’t Suppose you'd 
just... leave?” 


“No,” | said. He was talking rather than continuing to shoot, so | took 
a moment to look around. The basement was obvious a storage 
area; one massive room with a double-height ceiling, lit by three 
lines of stark halogen bulbs. The crates we were after were at the far 
end of the room. There were two other men crouched behind various 
languishing bits of furniture-mostly office desks tipped on their sides 
and rolls of soulless, vomit-colored office carpeting-both pointing 
guns at the door. “Are you going to make me hurt you, or are you 
going to put the guns down?” 


“Look, we don’t want trouble,” shotgun guy said. “Lady said all we 
had to do is make sure no one messes with the stuff they brought, 
that’s all. Kay?” 


“And all we want to do is mess with that stuff,” | said. “That ‘lady’ is 
currently unconscious on the ground floor, and no, your guns won't 
work any better on me the second time, or the hundredth, so you're 
shit outta luck there. Are we going to do this the easy way or the 
hard way?” 


He glanced over his shoulder. “Give us a moment?” 


“They’re stalling!” Tattletale yelled from behind the cover of the 
doorway. “Break the fucking guns, Flux!” 


The man shot me again. | reached forward, grabbed his gun, and 
squeezed, crumpling the barrel in my fingers and pulling it out of his 
hands. He scurried backwards to avoid the hail of gunfire his friends 
directed at me, fishing a pistol out of his waistband. Dozens more 
bullets bounced off me as | walked menacingly into the center of the 
room, the gangsters retreating before me. Then, one after the other, 
they dropped. 


“Nice one,” | said as Newter descended from the ceiling. “Gross, 
though.” 


“Did you get to choose your powers?” he asked in good humor 
before hawking another gob of spit onto a man who was still 


twitching. “Cause | didn’t.” | didn’t answer, focusing on rendering the 
rest of the guns into scrap; I'd be lying if | said ‘no’. 


“Focus, Newter,” Faultline chided him. “You can banter when we’re 
done. Flux, check the crates.” 


“Flux, open the crates,” Tattletale repeated, just for the sake of being 
the one to give the order. | rolled my eyes and walked past the 
unconscious gangsters towards the other side of the large open 
area, where three heavy wooden crates of the same sort we’d seen 
yesterday were lined up against the wall. What’s in the box? This 
was an odd place to store something they intended to use, so it 
probably wasn't food or ammo. Something longer term, maybe- 


My power gives me a lot of information, letting me know exactly 
which forces are affecting me at any time, even through my costume. 
That meant that | noticed when | interrupted an unusual beam of low- 
energy photons a step away from actually touching a crate. | had just 
enough time to realize how much this was going to suck before all 
three crates exploded, sending a hundred thousand pieces of steel 
shrapnel thundering into us as everything vanished in a cloud of 
smoke and noise. 


“...! | shouted, deaf and blind. “...?... !" Only two or three lightbulbs 
had survived the explosions and the storm of projectiles they'd 
unleashed, and dust from smashed wood, concrete, and drywall 
filled the air, reducing visibility to only a few feet. My goggles had 
vision modes to handle smoke and dust, but the explosion had 
managed to crack them despite my power’s protection, ruining the 
tech and leaving them less conducive to clear vision than not having 
eyewear at all. 


| had to wait for the ringing in my ears to die down before trying 
again. “Is everyone all right?” | yelled, my voice sounding strangely 
far away. It was lucky my power protected my eardrums, or it 
wouldn’t have come back that fast... or maybe at all, how close I’d 
been to the trap. 


“Flux!” Tattletale yelled. “Are you okay? Those were fucking 
claymores!” She started coughing, which let me locate her through 
the smoke and dust. She’d been directly behind me; now, she was 
the only one except me still standing, isolated in a me-shaped 
silhouette of less-damaged floor. Not that she’d escaped unscathed; 
she was bleeding from half a dozen cuts, but the ricochets were far 
less lethal after having traveled the whole room twice over. “Fucking 
hell! Fuck! | can’t hear!” She took half a step forward, stumbled, and 
fell, her sense of balance ruined. 


“Where the fuck is everyone?” | yelled pointlessly. The furniture had 
been reduced to rubble and the carpet rolls shredded and scattered, 
making it hard to tell which shapes were scrap and which were 
bodies. The first person | found was a Teeth member, dead from half 
a dozen small steel balls that had found their way into his chest and 
neck. | stumbled onward and nearly tripped over Faultline as she 
tried to sit up. “Fuck! Faultline! Are you okay?” 


“What?” she yelled. “I can’t fucking hear!” Goddamn it, were we all 
deaf? She was coughing as well, flecks of blood making it past her 
mask. Everyone was coughing, at least those of us who were still 
alive. “Fuck! My arm!” She grabbed at my jacket with one hand, then 
set about trying to remove her belt. “Tourniquet, now!” 


Holy shit, her left side was mangled. | ignored her struggles and 
instead pulled out the medkit and sprayed it on her arm and side, 
using most of the bottle. She kicked and swore as the medicine did 
its work, but kept her arm steady. The bleeding stopped almost 
immediately. “Thanks!” she yelled, still trying to be heard over her 
own deafness. “Is Newter okay?” 


“| don’t know! I’m still looking!” 
“What?” Right, talking didn’t work. 
| walked back to where Tattletale lay and hosed her down with the 


dregs; she screamed as the topical spray hit her exposed cuts. 
“Where’s Newter?” | yelled. She was still deaf, so | grabbed her, 


made sure she was looked at my face, and repeated, “Tats! Where is 
Newter?” 


She looked around the room and pointed to a shape | could barely 
see through the haze. | hurried over to the lump and pulled a large 
piece of carpet off him. He was almost certainly dead, but | spent 
nearly the entire other bottle of topical healing spray on him just in 
case. “Tattletale! Can you hear yet?” 


“What?” Good, her hearing was coming back. 
“Where’s Circus?” 

“Uh... there!” 

That didn’t help. “I can’t see you!” 


“Your left, about twenty feet!” | hurried over to find that Circus had 
already tourniqueted both her legs, which ended not far past the 
knee. She'd dived for cover behind one of the carpet rolls, but not all 
of her had made it before the shrapnel hit. The dispenser only had a 
single puff of medicine left, but it was probably better than nothing, 
and | let her have it before shoving the brick back in my pocket. It 
was enough to stop the bleeding, at least. “We need to leave!” 
Tattletale yelled from elsewhere in the room, deaf to her own volume. 


“No shit!” | yelled. 


“Too late, fuckers!” someone called from behind the curtain of dust. 
I'd become turned around in the chaos, but now | knew where the 
stairwell was, so | ran towards the voice, feeling a hundred tiny 
knives brush against me as | powered through the smoke. “None of 
you fuckers are leaving here al-” The low visibility left Vex just 
enough time to realize how fucked he was before | body-checked 
him across the stairwell. He bounced off the opposite wall with a 
grunt of “Motherfucker!” 


“Fucking bitch!” Hemorrhagia screamed, charging down the stairs 
above us. She formed her simple severed-arm scab into a whip 
made of her own blood, which she used to slap me back out of the 
stairway. That was how she’d managed to sucker punch me so hard 
before; | hadn’t gotten a good look at the process. | kicked up yet 
more concrete dust as | skipped and bounced across the badly 
abused floor. Goddamnit, how was she back on her feet so fast? 


| rolled to my feet and ran back towards the stairs as Hemorrhagia 
stepped out into the ruined basement, protecting her recovering 
teammate. We only had two ways out: either up the stairs, or through 
a wall into another basement. Either way, | needed to buy time for 
the team to recover enough to move. 


| ignored the thorny sensation of Vex’s forcefields and threw a punch 
at Hemorrhagia as hard as | could, fulling willing to kill her, but she 
turned her whip tendril into a shield of blood that stopped me cold. It 
shattered with a boom of thunder and a spray of white-hot sparks, 
the blood flashing to steam as | channeled lightning from my 
bangles, forcing her to pull more blood from her whip to block my 
next hit, and my next. 


| was forcing her back, but following her into the stairwell let Vex 
break my pattern with a slide-tackle that took my feet out from under 
me, and | had to roll away from an overhead strike that shattered 
concrete, tucking and rolling back through the door into the cloud- 
filled room. “Get some, bitch!” she screamed. “Come on, 
motherfucker!” 


The combination of the dust from the explosives and the dust kicked 
up by the last hit gave them pause; Hemorrhagia wasn’t willing to 
charge blindly into the room, so | was able to get back on my feet on 
my own terms. | slid under a whipfist attack as | closed back into 
melee range, reaching out to grab her. She interposed another 
shield, but that didn’t matter, because I’d switched from fighting like a 
brute to fighting like a shaker-striker. 


She fell backward through the stairwell door, literally, slamming into 
the wall above Vex headfirst and rolling up it to a stop. If I'd been 
lucky, she’d have broken her neck, but she was tougher than that, 
and was already getting back up. Vex positioned himself to block me, 
so | stopped just long enough to kick him in the head on my way up 
the wall. The prickling vanished as he dropped like a rock, but 
Hemorrhagia was still back on her feet before | could catch up. 
Seeing her teammate go down got a reaction. “I’m gonna fucking kill 
you for that!” 


“You're welcome to try, bitch!” | danced around her, moving my 
‘ground’ from wall to wall in the narrow stairwell. Hemorrhagia was 
smarter than she looked; she didn’t know how long my striker effect 
would last, so she made sure she wasn’t more than a few feet off the 
stairs at any given time. She was also pulling her hits, threatening to 
slam me and then pulling the whip back as the last second, lest | 
mess with her gravity again in the brief moment of contact. A quick 
glance at Vex showed that he was still down, so | focused on 
Hermorrhagia, keeping the pressure on and praying that the others 
would find a way out of this mess. 


Just as we drew near the first floor landing, she suddenly turned and 
fled farther up the stairwell. | had half a second to wonder why 
before a wave of sound slammed into me and | dropped like a rock. 


| hit the railing with my back, which flipped me around to hit the next 
one with my chest. It was probably thanks to my armor that the 
impacts only cracked my ribs rather than shattering them, white-hot 
pain cutting through the ringing in my ears as | fell another four feet 
to the ground. | landed on my face, kicking up more concrete dust 
from the already badly abused floor, and that’s when | realized | 
couldn’t breathe. 


l’d-fuck-lI’'d been breathing in dust and smoke without a care, 
subconsciously using my power to ignore it building up in my lungs 
rather than taking time to address the problem, and now | couldn't. | 
gasped for air | couldn’t use, drowning in dust. Fuck. Fuck! | was 
hacking, coughing hard enough that | risked breaking one of the 


injured ribs, and it wasn’t fucking helping. | still couldn’t breathe! 
Time was slowing down, my vision beginning to swim. | threw up, 
coughing pathetically, each spasm feeling like another knife to the 
chest, then finally hacked up a wad of crap that at least partially 
restored my ability to breathe. | pulled myself up on my elbows, 
breathing short, shallow gasps as | tried not to further aggravate my 
ribs while | enjoyed having access to air again. 


Access | immediately lost again when Hemorrhagia kicked me onto 
my back and put her knee on my chest. “Not so tough now, are you, 
fuckhead?” she snarled. “Turn off your powers and you're just 
another fucking wannabe.” She pressed harder, one knee pinning 
my left hand, the other pressing down on my lungs and turning my 
ribs into agony. | brought my right hand up, but she caught it in her 
left and covered my nose and mouth with a sheet of blood anchored 
to her other arm, cutting off my choked attempts at breathing. “I told 
you | was going to kill you! So die, bitch!” 


| kicked and thrashed, trying to throw her off, but she had leverage 
and | was already halfway to unconsciousness from lack of oxygen. 
No, no! | was the only thing standing between her and four badly 
injured capes-assuming Newter wasn’t dead already. If | died here, 
so did they. Have to get free. | tried to use my power, tried to make 
her light, tried to make myself massive, tried to change gravity. It 
wasn't there. Explosions were going off in my head, and 
Hemorrhagia toppled off me, giving me a much-needed breath of air. 
Explosions? 


“Come on!” Faultline barked. | stared vacantly up at her; her left side 
was still a bloody mess, but her right hand was holding a smoking 
gun. She’d discarded her mangled welding mask, revealing a smaller 
domino mask beneath it. “Get up, you idiot!” Up. | can do up. 


| could not do up. 
Faultline holstered her gun and pulled me to my feet, then onto her 


shoulder. “I opened up a way out!” she yelled as she dragged me 
through the smoke. “Come on!” Hemorrhagia watched us go, 


swearing as she kept pressure on the gutshots she’d just taken. | 
could feel my power coming back in fits and starts as Animos’ 
scream wore off. Shit, where’s Animos? 


“What about-” | fell into a coughing fit, every one hurting like a stab to 
the chest. “Animos?” 


“| didn’t see him” she said. “If he hit you in the stairwell, he’s 
probably still waiting in ambush up there.” A dark shape loomed 
ahead out of the gloom, and | staggered forward through the hole 
into an underground car park. 

“Where’s-” | coughed again, “-fuck! Where’s Tattletale?” 

“Already out.” 

“Circus?” 

“We weren't in any shape to carry her,” Faultline said. 

Now that | wasn’t half-drowned and powerless, | was. | let go of 
Faultline and turned around to head back into the cloud of dust, but 
she caught my arm and said, “We have to go.” 


“Fuck that!” 


“Tattletale’s waiting for us. She’s hot-wiring a car on the upper level. 
We have to go.” 


“Then go!” | yelled. “Vex and Hemorrhagia are down and my power’s 
back. | can get her out!” 


“We thought Hemorrhagia was down, earlier,” she argued. 
“She-fuck! How... she must have done something with her blood.” 


Could she do that? When Faultline still didn’t let go, | said, “I thought 
the rules were you don’t leave people to die!” 


“We don’t set people up to die. We got outplayed. If you go back in, 
maybe Animos gets you both.” 


“I’m going back in anyway,” | said. 


Faultline released my arm and smiled in what might have been 
approval. “Good luck.” She turned away, hesitated, then turned back 
and offered me her pistol. | took it. “If you kill anyone, I’m not going 
to judge.” 


| ran through a quick check of the weapon; the magazine was 
missing three bullets, one of which was in the chamber. “No 
promises,” | told her. “Get going.” 


Weapon in hand, | headed back into the basement. | kept my 
breathing slow and even despite the pain in my sides, making sure | 
was blowing out the dust that wanted to stick to my lungs. | was not 
going to let that happen again. That last encounter had put me 
through the wringer, and | wasn’t going to be able to take another 
fistfight, so | advanced slowly and carefully through the gloom, gun 
at the ready. 


With next to no ventilation, the air was still thick with the dust that 
continued to stream off the badly damaged ceiling, giving me 
visibility of only a couple feet, and | had no idea where I'd last seen 
Circus. | raised one hand to my temple to cycle through the goggles’ 
vision modes, only to be disappointed; they hadn’t suddenly become 
less broken since the initial explosion. Stumbling around blind wasn’t 
helping, so | had to take a risk before we ran out of time. “Circus?” | 
called. “Circus!” | snapped the gun up when a figure lurched forward 
out of the dust, and only the silhouette of the prehensile tail behind it 
stopped me from firing preemptively. “Newter?” 


“Ey,” he rasped. “Fuck happened?” | could scarcely believe he was 
alive, much less up and walking; his chest looked like orange 
hamburger. 


“It was a trap.” 


“eally?” 


| ignored the sarcasm and pointed back the way I'd just come, 
helpfully marked by where my bootprints disturbed the still-falling 
dust. “Way out is that way. Can you walk in a straight line?” 


“Pro’lly.” 


“Then get moving. We’re out of time!” He staggered past me as | 
kept searching, leaving a bright orange trail in his wake. Damnit, that 
was going to be easy to track. “Circus! Where are you?” 


“Here,” she called weakly. It was the first time I’d heard her speak; 
even her voice was androgynous. | zeroed in on the direction of her 
voice and found her still sitting where I'd first left her. With her help 
and a reduction in weight from my power, | got her onto my 
shoulders in a fireman’s carry and headed back, ignoring how even 
the small amount of extra weight jarred my ribs with each step. 
Thank fucking god | had a pain tolerance perk, or I’d have been 
worse than useless after my fall. 


We were almost back to the hole when Hemorrhagia reentered the 
fight, stepping in front of the new exit to bar my way. She must have 
managed to patch herself up with her hemokinesis or something, 
because she didn’t seem injured enough to have just suffered two 
gutshots without some sort of brute rating. “Not so fast, bi-” 


It was instinctive. Chaotic environment, hostage on my shoulders, 
gun in my hands. She must have been expecting another cape fight, 
because she didn’t react as the reflexes I’d unwittingly developed 
over weeks of combat sims put a Failure-to-Stop drill into her without 
conscious thought on my part, the final shot spraying bits of skull and 
brain into the parking structure. | stepped over her body without 
looking back. Circus didn’t comment; | wasn’t sure she was still 
conscious. 


Even carrying someone on my back, | easily caught up to Newter as 
he limped up the ramp to the ground floor. The sound of a car engine 


had me raising the gun again, but it was only Tattletale in a four-door 
sedan, coming to save me the trouble of finding her. She swerved, 
drifting to a stop with the car pointed halfway back up the ramp. 
“Flux!” she yelled, at the same time Faultline yelled, “Newter!” His 
teammate hopped out of the passenger seat and ushered him in. 
“Take the passenger seat, you'll be less likely to bleed on someone!” 


“If he knocks me out, we crash!” Tattletale protested. 


“Then don’t fucking touch him!” Faultline snapped. “He’ll knock us all 
out if we put him in the back!” She only had one functioning arm, but 
still stopped to open the door for me to slide Circus into the middle 
seat. | shoved Faultline herself in after her, then jumped over the car 
and into the other side door. 


| would have expected Tattletale to peel out, but she stuck to the 
speed limit, trying not to draw attention. Unfortunately, the city was 
working against us here: there was next to no traffic to blend into. 
Still, as badly as we'd been hurt, we'd left the Teeth in equally rough 
condition, and no pursuit appeared. 

“Fuck,” Tattletale muttered. “That was too close. Too fucking close.” 
“We’re not out of it yet,” Faultline said. “Keep alert.” Tattletale didn’t 
argue, which was as good an indication as any how seriously she 
was treating the situation. “You okay, Newter?” 

“Yeah. Hurts a lot less than it should.” 

“That’s not a good thing.” 

“Well, | don’t mind,” he said. 


“He'll be okay,” Tattletale told her. “Flux hit him with that spray she 
used on us. Probably the only reason he managed to get up.” 


“That right?” he asked. “Thanks.” 


“No pr-| mean, uh, you're welcome.” | didn’t want to be dismissive. 


“Say, Flux,” Faultline asked, “you still have my gun?” 


“Oh, yeah, here.” | handed it over, and she repeated the same check 
I'd done: safety, magazine, chamber. 


“You shoot someone?” 
“Hemorrhagia.” 
“Again?” 


“She tried to stop me,” | said defensively. “I, uh, just sort of failure 
drilled her without thinking.” 


“Failure drilled?” 


“Failure to stop. You know...” | tapped my sternum twice and my 
forehead once. 


“No shit? Mozambique?” Faultline gave me a searching look, then 
gave it up and shrugged her curiosity off. “Meh, good riddance.” 


We drove in silence for a while. I'd never seen the Bay this empty; 
there were no pedestrians, no cars, no life. Everyone was huddled in 
their homes, waiting for the storm to pass. Even when Tattletale 


pulled onto the freeway leading north out of Downtown, the road 
remained entirely abandoned. 


“Flux?” Circus muttered. 

| glanced over at her. “What?” 

They didn’t respond immediately. “Thanks,” she said eventually. 
“You're welcome,” | repeated. 


“From me as well,” Faultline said. “Not just for the medicine. If you 
hadn't gone back in for them, | would have left Newter behind.” 


“| thought he was dead, too,” | admitted. 


“You used an entire applicator of healing juice on Someone you 
thought was dead?” Tattletale asked. 


“Well...” | said sheepishly, aware that | may not have been thinking 
clearly when I'd made that decision, “I'd describe it as ‘someone | 
wasn't sure was alive,’ but yes.” 


Faultline chuckled. “We owe you one. More than one.” 


“You saved my life, too,” | pointed out. “Seriously. | thought | was 
done.” 


“Still doesn’t make us even. | would have been useless if you hadn't 
patched me up, and you saved Newter twice over. Plus 
Hemorrhagia.” She grinned and reached across Circus to punch me 
in the arm; it was awkward, because she had to twist around a bit, 
but she managed. “I don’t give a fuck who you team with, you’ve got 
friends at the Palanquin. Stop by later and we'll throw you a real 


party.” 


| grinned back. “I’m not one to really cut loose, but | wouldn’t say no 
to-” 


I'd taken my eyes off the road. It wasn’t something one would think 
would be a problem, since | wasn’t driving, but it meant | wasn’t able 
to react to the Butcher teleporting in front of us. We were going close 
to eighty miles an hour when we hit, and the car lost. 


Chapter 26: Sinker 


AN: A little earlier than | usually post, but | didn't want to keep you 
waiting on that cliffhanger longer than necessary. | hope this chapter 
manages to be as much of a roller coaster as the last one! 


Chapter 26: Sinker 


The next few moments were very confusing. Mostly it was the 
spinning; | never had a problem when | was the one flipping myself 
around, but | guess that didn’t mean | couldn’t get dizzy. | think the 
car may have flipped over at some point, but | couldn’t be sure, 
because after the first few rotations | lost track of which way was up. 
At any rate, it came to a stop more or less right-side up. 


Well, our half did. 


| unbuckled my seatbelt and staggered to my feet out of a hole that 
shouldn’t have been there, pushing the pain in my ribs to the back of 
my mind as | tried to make sense of the situation. The car had been 
split in half right down the middle, a nasty, crude cut. | followed the 
trail of debris we'd left back to the impact point and saw the cause: 
we hadn’t hit Butcher herself. Instead, she’d shoved a massive metal 
knife blade into the concrete road surface and reinforced it with more 
concrete. From the flecks of paint clinging to the surface, it might 
have been another car at some point; matter reshaping, one of the 
powers I’d been least worried about. 


A glance back at the rear seat didn’t reveal that much blood, so 
Circus probably hadn’t been bisected. 


| hoped. 


Movement in the corner of my vision caught my eye, and | turned 
towards the other half the car, lying on its cut side in the other lane of 


traffic; the correct lane, actually, we were the ones who’d managed 
to cross the divider. The motion I'd seen was the rear door opening 
upwards to reveal Faultline pulling herself clear of the wreckage. 
Newter followed from the front seat more slowly; he didn’t look any 
worse that he had before the crash, but that was mostly a function of 
the fact that he’d already looked dead. They argued for a few 
moments, before Newter reached in and pulled Circus out of the 
wreckage, and the two fled on foot in opposite directions. If they 
hadn't stopped to save Circus, | might have blamed Faultline for 
abandoning us, but she’d saved who she could. As it was, | was just 
glad they had a shot at getting away. 


Well, they would, if the Butcher didn’t run them down. She hadn't 
moved from the site of her earlier ambush yet. The voices in her 
head probably couldn’t agree who to chase. 


Could | take her? Maybe, at my best, but | wouldn’t want to risk it. As 
it was, | was not at my best; I’d been blown up, thrown down a 
stairwell, suffocated, and car-wrecked, to say nothing of the fact that 
| was exhausted and nursing bruised or broken ribs. Even distracting 
her would be risky. Still, it wasn’t like | had much choice. As Tattletale 
had said, we were playing keep-away with us as the ball. 


Shit, where was Tattletale? 


She was still in the driver’s seat. Her eyes were unfocused, but she 
was conscious... mostly. | unbuckled her seatbelt and pulled her 
upright; any injuries I'd do by moving her were nothing compared to 
what would happen if we were still here when the Butcher stopped 
arguing with herself. “Can you walk?” 


“Yeah,” she said, then immediately proved herself wrong by almost 
falling on her face. | sat her down a few feet away from the car 
before glancing back towards where we'd hit the knife. Butcher had 
drawn an arrow, looking out in the direction Faultline had fled. 


No you don't, bitch! 


| picking up the wrecked half-a-car and side-armed it at her, making 
sure to turn up its mass as it left my hand. She was still drawing the 
bow when it hit her and knocked her clean off her feet. And then it 
was time to leave. 


| grabbed Tattletale and hoisted her onto my shoulders before 
running for the side of the highway. “Got her attention,” Tattletale told 
me as | leapt the barrier and fell towards the city streets below. A 
loud boom from above me confirmed her words; the explosive 
teleports, one of the reasons we had to play keep away like this in 
the first place. “Gonna shoot.” 


“How far away does her accuracy power work?” 
“Weapon.” As far as her weapon can reach, | interpreted. 


“Then you better hold on.” | threw our gravity sideways, hurling us 
farther away from the wreck in a zig-zag pattern, but it wasn’t 
enough. Super evasion met perfect accuracy, and evasion lost. The 
arrow clipped me in the side; it skipped harmless off my armor, but 
through bad luck, it managed a near direct hit my injured ribs. 


“Aaah! Goddamnit!” The sudden pain cost me my grip on gravity, 
and we dropped. | managed to rubberize us so we bounced down 
the street rather than splattering, and we came to a rest embedded 
in a beat-up old car. A series of explosions behind us let me keep 
track of the Butcher, who was still on our tail. Good for our allies, bad 
for us. 


“Keep moving,” Tattletale muttered as | stood back up and pulled her 
out of the comically her-shaped crater in the poor sedan. “Have to 
keep moving.” Butcher appeared on the roof direct overhead as if to 
hammer home the point, already drawing her bow back. | heaved the 
car up at her, forcing her to teleport away, which gave me enough 
time to pick Tattletale up and tank the next shot on my uninjured 
side. It still hurt like a bitch and might have cracked another rib, but | 
didn’t drop Tattletale again, so that was an improvement. 


| started running again, using my power to try and confuse the 
Butcher without losing her entirely. | ran across walls and dropped 
‘down’ alleys before reorienting and running across a rooftop and 
falling down to street level, only to fling us up another wall and 
repeat the process. Tattletale threw up at the constant changes in 
direction, but | didn’t have a thought to spare for dealing with the 
vomit dripping down my side, because | was entirely focused on 
moving. 


Butcher was always able to pick up the trail again, but every second 
of hesitation bought more time. A straight fall might have gotten us 
away entirely, but that bow was a fucking monster, and | didn’t want 
to risk taking a direct hit. | couldn’t be sure some feature of the 
‘festering wounds’ power wouldn't override my defenses. That meant 
| needed confusion and constantly changing lines of sight. 


We were almost to the Docks, by now; | hadn’t been paying attention 
to where we were running, but having already been heading out of 
Downtown, there were only so many places we could end up. We 
were lucky | hadn’t accidentally cornered us against the ocean. 
Actually, maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea; I’d take being arrested 
by the Protectorate for trespassing on the Rig over being butchered 
by the Butcher. “Do you think if | flew us to the Rig, the Protectorate 
would let us go afterwards?” 


That seemed to wake Tattletale up. “What? No!” 
“Even if the Butcher was still chasing us?” 
“Especially no!” 

So much for that plan. “Why isn’t she shooting?” 


“Can't teleport with her bow drawn.” Good for us, but not good 

enough. | couldn’t keep this up for much longer. | wasn’t a brute, not 
technically, and | was injured and running on fumes. Adrenaline and 
fear had gotten me this far, the constant Boom of Butcher’s teleports 


reminding me of exactly what awaited if | didn’t keep running, but | 
had just about hit my limit. 


“Are we still in range of her vision power?” 
“Yeah.” 


“Right. Hold on.” | jumped off the current building and pulled us into a 
fall parallel to the street at two gravities, opening as much distance 
as possible between us and the Butcher as fast as possible. She 
teleported after us as fast as she could, but Butcher couldn’t keep up 
with someone going faster than terminal velocity, and the sound of 
her teleports quickly died away. 


| was lucky that she didn’t stop chasing and just try to shoot me 
before | was out of range. 


Once | was sure Butcher wasn't going to surprise me, | cut my 
gravity to zero for a mile or two, then reversed it entirely, slowing us 
to a manageable speed. | didn’t want to stop somewhere in a straight 
line from our last sighting, so | zigzagged along side streets for a bit 
before pulling us to a stop in an alley between rows of squat, two- 
story buildings. 


| set Tattledown down in the nook of an Employees Only door, then 
sat down beside her. She groaned and pulled out her phone, 
speaking in a whisper | was too tired to pay attention to. In fact, it 
took a moment for me to register that she’d started speaking to me 
again. “Flux?” 


“Euh?” 
“Hang in there. Help is on the way.” 


“Good.” | pulled my goggles off and wiped a hand across my 
forehead. | should be able to just slick the sweat and grime away, but 
the effort was beyond me. | wasn’t sure if it was some cumulative 
cost from all the rapid-fire changes during our escape or just the 


running itself, but | was totally spent. The... ‘muscles’ was the wrong 
word, but the things | associated with controlling my power felt like 
I'd managed to develop a cramp. “Shit. Out of the frying pan and into 
the fire. Why was she so intent on us?” 


Tattletale held a hand to her head. “Ugh. | wish | only had to deal 
with a concussion. Shit. Uh... you killed one of their capes.” 


“Hemorrhagia,” | muttered, then asked, “How did she know that was 
me?” 


“You're the brute.” 
“| shot her, though,” | reminded her. 
“Oh. Uh. I’m not sure. Maybe she was chasing me, then.” 


| let out a wheezing laugh, which turned into a cough when my ribs 
reminded me that they were not okay. Fucking hell, that hurt; I’d shut 
it out during the chase, but the pain was back in full force, now. | had 
a perk that let me power through pain, but it didn’t reduce it, and god 
fucking damn it I’d forgotten how much breathing sucked with injured 
ribs! | hadn’t had so much as a scratch in months... fuck, this was 
exactly what I’d done to Glory Girl. 


| let my head drop back to rest against the door, breathing shallowly 
and trying not to hyperventilate. “Still think | shoulda dragged her out 
to the Rig. Would’a been something if | managed to get her to 
teleport into a containment cell, right?” 


“She can’t teleport that far.” 

“Oh.” That might have gotten Faultline and Newter killed, if they 
hadn’t managed to go to ground in time. This plan might, too, but | 
had nothing left to give. “Where’s Butcher gone?” 


“Looking for us. Erratically. She’s not sane or patient enough for a 
proper sweep.” Tattletale inspected the state of her vomit- and blood- 


stained hair and sighed. “If she gets lucky, can we escape?” 


“I’m not sure | can move,” | admitted. Standing up sounded hard. 
Dying was easy, right? You could sleep when you were dead. That 
sounded nice. 


“You didn’t save any of your drugs for yourself, did you?” she asked. 
| couldn’t tell if she was amused or just resigned. 


“No.” | didn’t think we’d need the one’s I’d brought in the first place. | 
certainly hadn’t expected to wear myself out like this, but being the 
only one to come out of the bombing in fighting shape had meant I'd 
been pulling the weight of an entire team by myself. Badly. I'd nearly 
died, and hadn't fully recovered from that when | went back in to 
drag Circus out. And then everything kept going wrong, and I'd kept 
moving because | knew if | stopped | wouldn’t get up again. And now 
| was stopped, and | was not getting up again. 


“| wish it was raining,” Tattletale said. 
“Huh?” 


“It would be nice if it was raining,” she repeated. “It would give me 
something else to think about besides how badly | fucked up.” 


“We made it out,” | reminded her. 


“| fucked up. Bad intel is the mother of all fuck-ups, and that was my 
entire job. | walked us straight into a trap.” 


That was all, strictly speaking, true. | still felt she was being too 
harsh on herself. “Faultline didn’t blame you,” | said. “She said ‘we 
got outplayed’, not ‘Tats fucked up,’ and if she’s not jumping down 
your throat | don’t think anyone else is going to start.” She didn’t 
contradict me, but she didn’t look convinced, either. “We succeeded, 
right?” 


“How the fuck was that a success?” 


“We destroyed the crates,” | said. Tattletale let out a rasping laugh. 
“We completed the objective, got everyone out, and even-justifiably- 
removed one of the Teeth from the board, permanently. What’s not to 
like?” 


“The part where we got blown up.” She groaned. “Faultline might not 
lose her arm. That stuff you brought is pretty potent. Circus’s legs 
are fucked, though, and that’s on me. | wouldn't be surprised if she 
took that personally.” 


“It could have been worse.” 
“Thanks, captain optimist.” 


“I’m serious,” | argued. “The fact that no one died is amazing.” | 
frowned as | remembered the first body I’d found in the chaos, and 
what I’d done to Hemorrhagia. “Well, none of us died,” | amended. 


None of us had died. It seemed ridiculous, considering the lethality of 
the trap, backed up by three of the Teeth’s five remaining capes. 
“How did we survive?” 


Tattletale frowned, then started ticking off points on her fingers. “The 
crates were too thick, for starters; that slowed the shrapnel down a 
lot, made it way less lethal. You were real close to the crates, so you 
blocked a lot of hurt. Circus was the next closest; she was almost 
fast enough to dodge, but didn’t make it all the way to cover. | was 
lucky enough to be in your shadow. Newter’s weird biology helped; 
he probably ought to have a brute rating just for being able to survive 
what he did. Faultline...” She paused, running through the scene in 
her mind. “She was following you to the crates, so she was mostly 
shielded, too. Not completely, but it kept her head and neck intact.” 


“Lucky.” 


“Yeah.” 


| closed my eyes, then forced them open. Can’t sleep. Not yet. 
“Lucky,” | repeated, talking for the sake of talking, trying to keep 
myself awake. “If we’d taken anyone else in there, they would have 
been mulched.” 


“Probably,” Tattletale agreed. “Luck... and Coil, maybe. Good return 
on investment there, huh?” 


“Mhm.” | blinked sleep away, as another thought occurred to me. 
“Did the Empire know this was a trap?” 


She thought about that for a moment, then shook her head. “No, it 
doesn’t add up. If we’d had Shinigami with us, I’d be suspicious, but 
we’re not high priority targets. It wouldn’t be worth the 
consequences, setting us up like that.” 


“Where was he, then?” 

“| don’t want to use my power to check, but if | had to guess: Coil 
thought this would be the easy job, and sent him somewhere he'd be 
more likely to get hurt.” 


“Figures,” | grumbled. What a joke. A shell game with high 
explosives. 


| didn’t quite fall asleep, but | must have nodded off at least a little, 
because the next thing | Knew, Tattletale was prodding me awake. 
“Help’s here.” 

“Where?” 


“Almost here,” she amended. 


| rubbed some amount of wakefulness into my eyes before slipping 
my cracked goggles back on. “Who?” 


My question was answered when a man appeared in front of us 
without warning, dressed in all black except for his leering red mask. 


| started at the suddenness of his appearance, then relaxed when | 
realized who it was. 


| never thought I’d be glad to have Oni Lee pop up in front of me. 


“| have found you,” he said. “Il am guiding the others to your location 
now.” He didn’t say anything else, and six seconds after he 
appeared, he crumbled to ash. Less than a minute later, the rest of 
the ABB filed into the alley. 


“Tattletale, Flux. A pleasure to find you safe,” Shinigami said. Her 
dress was marred with dust, and there was blood on the hem, but 
the girl held herself like she’d just been out for an evening stroll. 


“Shinigami,” | greeted her. “As regal as ever. Please excuse me for 
not getting up.” 


“Do not strain yourself on my account,” she said, holding up a hand 
as if to stop me. “You have had a very trying day.” 


“That’s an understatement,” Tattletale said. 


“Do you have transport,” | asked, “or is this just an escort?” | wasn’t 
in any shape to walk anywhere. 


“We have a car waiting,” Shinigami said. “Can you walk?” 


“| can, somewhat,” Tattletale said. “Flux will need a hand.” The Noh- 
masked man offered her a hand and pulled her to her feet. Oni Lee 
did the same for me. | muttered thanks as he pulled my arm over his 
shoulder and supported me in my limp down the alley, even though it 
made my ribs hurt as much as anything had tonight. Shinigami lead 
us towards the street, where a pair of headlights shown between the 
buildings for a moment as a car pulled up to the end of the alley. | 
couldn’t tell anything more than that: | was focused on moving my 
feet enough to not drag Oni Lee down with me. | could barely get my 
feet moving, much less carry my own weight. Fifty feet should not 
feel this far away. 


Boom. 

“Please, no,” | mumbled. We were so close. 

Boom! 

“Shit,” Tattletale said. “She noticed the rescue team.” 
BOOM! 


“Hurry,” Shinigami said, hiking her dress up around her ankles. “We 
must-” 


BOOM! 


| never found out what we needed to do, because the force of the 
Butcher teleporting into our midst knocked us all to the ground. 
Shinigami gasped and writhed, and less than a second later, Oni Lee 
did the same next to me. | felt it next: the original Butcher ability; a 
blaster power that inflicted horrible, indescribable pain. On the one to 
ten scale, this was eleven; completely debilitating. | was an idiot to 
think my ribs were even an inconvenience compared to this. The 
only reason | didn’t scream was because | couldn’t control my body 
well enough to try. 


But it was just pain, and brief; she couldn't use it on multiple targets, 
which meant that when Tattletale started writhing a moment later, | 
was free. | rose to my feet- 


Ahem. | rose to my feet. 


| continued lying on my face in the alley, trying to get limbs to 
cooperate long after I’d pushed myself past my limit. | only managed 
to flip myself onto my side, to better see how | was going to die. We 
were all down; Butcher was standing in the middle of us, looking 
around in confusion. She reached out blindly to the bricks in the wall 
and formed a spear from them, then waved it in around herself 
uncertainly, bouncing it off the buildings on either side. Why was... 


Noh! He was distracting her, somehow, his illusions working to fool 
her enhanced senses. 


Shinigami struggled upright a few steps farther down the alley, 
shaking off the effects of the pain. She was only five or six feet away 
from Butcher, one hand on the wall to guide herself as she crept 
away. One unlucky swing from Butcher would gut her, and from the 
way she was moving, she was Clearly blind. Tattletale was on the 
ground next to Noh, staying down lest the Butcher’s erratic swings 
take her head off. Shinigami should have done the same, but for 
some reason she could no longer see what was happening. 


Butcher kept swinging with increasing frustration, lengthening her 
spear with each attempt, until the tip of her soear managed to nick 
Shinigami’s arm. Somehow, that was all she needed. The Butcher 
teleported forward, the explosive force rolling me onto my stomach 
as she reappeared directly in front of Shinigami and grabbed her 
neck with her bare hands. | blinked the world back into focus and 
realized that the explosion had knocked Shinigami’s blindfold off. Oh, 
no. Shinigami was barely struggling, too busy trying not to use her 
power on the woman strangling her. Butcher held her a foot off the 
ground by her neck, pressing her against the wall and throttling her 
with both hands. 


Oni Lee struck, five clones appearing around her in quick 
succession, knives flashing. The Butcher teleported in place, 
scattering the clones while still holding Shinigami in a death grip. The 
girl’s face was turning purple, her kicking growing weaker. | had to do 
something! | could barely move, but | still had my power. | flopped 
like a fish reaching for the Butcher, trying to figure out what | would 
do if | managed to touch her. One of Oni Lee’s clones stepped on my 
hand, and | couldn’t spare a thought to protect myself. | just. Had. To. 
Touch. Her. Everything narrowed down to a point as | focused on 
trying to get my hand across the last few inches... and | couldn't. | 
may as well have been reaching for the moon. 


| failed. 


Even if I’d been closer, | couldn’t have done anything. | didn’t even 
have enough energy to react to being stepped on, and my defenses 
were reflexive. Only the combination of perks and my own 
stubbornness was keeping me conscious; | was completely and 
utterly done. 


It didn’t matter, anyway. 


Someone grabbed me and flipped me over. “Drink this,” Emily said, 
raising my head and pouring a potion into my mouth. | forced the 
concoction down, shuddering as the restorative went to work. 
Wakefulness crashed into my brain, chasing away the lingering 
effects of what | suspected was a compounded concussion, and | 
bolted upright and looked around. 


Nothing was moving. Timestop. Right. | slowed my breathing down, 
forcing myself to take deep breaths, to calm down, to take time. | had 
time, time to recover, observe, think. 


First things first: deep breaths didn’t hurt, which was awesome. | was 
back in fighting shape. 


As for the fight: Oni Lee’s clones were in midair, having just been 
knocked back by another detonation from Butcher’s teleports. Noh 
was on the ground; Tattletale was next to him, halfway to her feet. 
The Butcher was still strangling Shinigami. 


Homura was watching me closely, probably wondering if | needed 
another potion; she had an interesting costume on, halfway between 
her magical girl outfit and Contessa Chic. Her shield was fully 
deployed, gem anchored on her hand. My safety net, coming to the 
rescue. 


| turned back to the bizarrely paused fight. If she’d waited until the 
last moment, like | expected... 


“She’s going to kill Butcher,” | said, looking at Shingami. 


“Not a problem,” Homura said. “We'll just kill her, first.” 
“No way!” | yelled. “She’s on our side!” 


‘Just a kid’ had been my first reaction, but | knew that wasn’t a great 
argument when dealing with a gang leader. Still, | didn’t care how 
ruthless-or dangerous-Shinigami was. | was not okay with murdering 
her in cold blood, even if it would prevent a worse disaster. 


“What?” Homura asked, clearly confused. “Oh, sorry. | meant the 
Butcher. We kill her first.” 


“Oh.” Well, now | felt stupid. “Uh, is that a good idea?” 


“I’m immune to shard bullshit like that. The only reason | havea 
power at all is because it’s explicitly paid for.” She pulled out the 
fucking Lex again, holding it easily in one hand. 


“What about Shinigami?” | asked. 


Homura paused to look closely at the girl’s neck. “Butcher didn’t 
crush her windpipe yet. She'll recover.” 


“That’s not what | meant.” Although it was good to know. “If you blow 
Butcher’s head off, people are going to assume she killed the 
Butcher. Hell, she might think she killed the Butcher.” 


“And when she fails to gain the powers or psychosis, people will 
realize she didn't, or write it off as a fluke of the interaction between 
their powers,” Homura said. “The uncertainty will help the city 
stabilize. Everyone will wait to see if she gains the Butcher mantle; it 
happens every time. By the time it’s clear she hasn't, things will have 
settled back into a routine.” 


“You’re sure she’s not going to do something...” | had to stop and 
search for the right euphemism. “Something... impulsive?” 


“Give her more credit than that,” Homura said. She took aim with the 
pistol, then reconsidered. “If you’re really concerned, you can send 


the Butcher for a flight. I'll shoot her in midair, and the corpse will 
land wherever it lands.” 


“She’s still holding on to Shinigami, though.” 


“Ah, right.” Homura pulled out a pocket knife and began making 
small, swift cuts around Shinigami’s neck. Only a few subjective 
seconds later, she pocketed the Butcher’s fingers, then did 

something to her still-frozen hands. “There. No bleeding, even.” 


That was... brutally efficient, and raised a number of questions, from 
‘How did you avoid cutting Shinigami?’ to ‘Why did you immediately 
jump to cutting her fingers off?’ but | had to focus on the most 
important one. “How did you do that without dragging her into 
timestop?” 


“Sting doesn’t care. You'll have to make it fast, when you touch her. 
As much gravity as you can muster, as fast as possible.” 


“Right.” | hesitated, and Homura nudged me forward. Tentatively, | 
reached out, then gathered my courage and shoved Butcher away 
from Shinigami has hard as | could. She didn’t even have time to 
react before she was out of range again, having plummeted upwards 
at three gravities until she came to a stop just above the roofs of the 
neighboring buildings. Homura sighted and fired three times, the 
sound somehow both muted and deafening. 


| looked upwards at Butcher and the three bullets that had nearly 
reached her before falling back into stopped time. “That's it?” | 
asked. “Just... that?” 


“Yeah,” Homura said. “Sorry, | know you wanted to do this yourself-” 


“No, no, that’s-fuck. | don’t Know what | want, but it wasn’t this.” | 
paced a few steps in either direction as | spoke. “I guess... damn it! | 
was selfish. | wanted the experience, like this was a fucking theme 
park. Not... whatever this is.” | waved my hand at Shinigami, who 
was still being strangled by where the Butcher had been. “Shit. What 


a Clusterfuck.” | kept pacing for a moment, then glanced back up at 
the Butcher. “You’re sure there aren't going to be any problems with, 
you know...?” 


“Don’t worry. Whatever happens, we can handle it.” 
“Okay. Great.” Focus. Move on. “What happens now?” 


“We need to move Tattletale out of Shinigami’s line of sight. Seki’s 
still on the ground; he'll be okay. | can’t tell if Oni Lee is actually in 
danger or if those are all clones; do you have a good way to tell?” 


“No, but I’m not sure I’d lose much sleep over him. He’s basically 
braindead at this point anyway.” That wasn’t entirely true; the mere 
fact that he’d helped drag me a dozen feet closer towards safety we 
hadn't reached had earned him a bit of affection. Unfortunately, | had 
no way to know which of the Oni Lees was the real one. “You can't 
tell?” 


“Not from timestop.” 


“Damn.” | took another look at the scene. “People might assume 
Shinigami killed the Butcher anyway.” 


“You’ve seen how messy her power is. The clones will turn to ash, so 
unless Oni Lee /s in there she’s not going leave any sign of having 
killed anyone at all.” She pulled out the clear seed and touched it to 
her soul gem, draining away the built-up Grief that had accumulated 
from her use of timestop thus far, then waved me towards the other 
side of the melee. “Come on.” 


| followed her as she wove through the suspended ninjas and came 
to a stop on the other side of the frozen tableau. She reached out to 
Tattletale and put a hand on her shoulder. Color rushed back into my 
teammate as she entered timestop. 


“|... what?” She blinked, straightened, then stopped to stare at 
Homura. “Who-oh. Oh no. No! No no no no no no-!” Tattletale fell 


backwards, scurrying away like a crab until she had the presence of 
mind to clamor to her feet and sprint down the alley as fast as her 
shaking legs could carry her. She froze in mid-stride as she reached 
the boundary of the shared timestop effect. 


Homura rolled her eyes, then walked past her and put her arm 
across Tattletale’s chest, clotheslining her as her motion resumed. 
Tattletale fell to the ground with a cry, looked up at Homura, then 
hugged her knees to her chest and started rocking in place, still 
mumbling, “No no no no no...” 


“What's wrong with her?” Homura asked. 


“I’m not sure.” What did this look like to Tattletale? The timestop itself 
shouldn't be that alarming. It wasn’t any weirder than Clockblocker’s 
effect; it was more or less the same thing, but in reverse. The silence 
was a natural consequence of time not moving, and while the colors 
were certainly weird... oh. Oh. “Because she’s trapped in a world 
where time isn’t moving and everything is gray.” 


“So?” 

“Gray,” | repeated. “Time. Gray. See the problem?” 
“Oh,” Homura said. “But he’s dead, right?” 

“To Glaistig Uaine.” 


“Ahh.” We stood there, looking at Tattletale. Homura sighed. “She’s 
catatonic; we can’t just resume with her like this. I'll have to carry 
her.” She bent down to do so, and Tattletale flinched away from her 
hand, curling into an even tighter ball. 


“Let me.” Tattletale didn’t fight me as | scooped her into a bridal carry 
and looped her arms around my neck. “We’re going flying again, 
okay?” | asked. She didn’t respond. Looking at her reminded me that 
we were still covered in filth, and | finally had the energy to do 


something about it, so | did. “Wait, is us just disappearing like this 
going to be a problem? Vanishing is going to leave questions.” 


“It wasn’t my first plan, but | don’t think so. No one is paying enough 
attention to notice the how, and no one will blame you for fleeing 
Shinigami when she cuts loose.” Tattletale had said something like 
that herself, during the meeting. /f she takes off the blindfold, run. 
Run and don’t look back. “Back to the loft?” Homura asked. 


Hopefully | could get Tattletale out of her catatonia before | had to 
explain to the other Undersiders how | broke their thinker. “Best not. 
Any other ideas?” 


“Sure. Follow me.” Homura leapt upwards, bouncing between the 
walls of the alley before hopping onto the roof. | simply walked up a 
wall. From there, it was simple roofhopping across the Bay in low 
gravity. We were going southeast, this time, towards one of the nicer 
residential areas on the borders of Downtown, facing the beach. 


I'd only ever seen timestop once, and | hadn’t given it more thana 
cursory look around; things hadn’t looked much different from the 
ground, desaturation aside. On the other hand, traveling with time 
stopped was hugely different compared to normal travel. There was 
no rush of wind, not even the sound that should come from moving 
through still air. Pigeons and seagulls hung in midair like paper 
crafts; the ones below us between the buildings looked like stepping 
stones from above. Tattletale hugged me a little tighter every time | 
jumped, but otherwise didn’t seem to notice anything was happening 
at all. 


| didn’t bother to ask Homura where we were going; the only thing 
that mattered was getting there. The destination turned out to be an 
apartment building | didn’t recognize, not far from the beach. Homura 
let us in to a nice if sparsely furnished unit on one of the upper floors 
and directed me to set Tattletale down on the couch. “This your 
place?” | asked. 


“It's hers,” Homura said. She frowned at Tattletale. “Is she going to 
be okay?” 


“| hope so. | think turning timestop off might help.” Tattletale stopped 
moving, fading to gray as time took hold of her again. | wracked my 
brain for anything else | could do. “Do you have any extra potions?” 


“What do you need?” 


“A general restore, | guess.” What else would help? “Maybe a 
sleeping potion?” 


The timestop rippled, ‘cutting’ to Homura holding a pair of phials. 
“These are local. Do you need anything else?” | shook my head as | 
accepted the bottles. “I'll leave you to it, then.” She walked over to 
the door and opened it. 


| set the potions down on the end table. “Emily?” 


“Yes?” She paused, one foot in the hallway, then turned around fully 
when my intentions became clear. 


| walked over and hugged her tightly. “Thank you,” | said. “You saved 
my ass out there. Lisa’s, too.” 


“Purely out of self-interest, | assure you,” Emily said, returning the 
hug. “It would have been a terribly boring decade without you 
causing trouble for me.” 

“Very funny.” | held the hug for a moment longer before we stepped 
apart. “Il hate to ask another favor so soon, but... would you check 
on Faultline and Newter? Make sure they’re okay?” 

“It’s not a problem,” Emily said. “I'll make sure they make it home.” 
“Thank you.” 


“Anytime.” She smiled, then turned and left the apartment, shutting 
the door behind her. Color and sound rushed back into the world with 


her departure. 


Wait, host is dead again? What? 

| took a deep breath and sat down next to Tattletale. “Tattletale. Hey. 
Earth to Tattletale.” She didn’t respond, still clutching her knees to 
her chest with that thousand-yard stare. “Tattletale. Lisa. I’m going to 
take your mask off, okay?” She didn’t argue, so | reached forward 
and pulled the domino mask off her face, then pulled my own mask 
off as well. “Lisa. Come on, talk to me.” | tried to take her hand, but 
she pulled away from me, closing her eyes and mumbling more. 


How did that even-oh, time manipulation. 

| picked up the mid-strength restore-a potion that hit health, mana, 
and stamina, but not too hard. “Right. Lisa? Lisa. | need you to drink 
this, okay?” She didn’t respond, but when | uncorked the phial and 
put it to her lips, she drank, shivering as the effect took hold. Then 
she went back to mumbling and rocking. 


Let me just grab you... huh? Huh. 

This hadn't worked, so | gave her the sleeping draught as well; at 
least knocking her out stopped whatever thinker-induced panic 
attack she’d been stuck in. | laid her out on the couch and found a 
blanket to throw over her; If | was lucky, she’d have recovered by 
morning. If not... | might need more help. I’d have to call Diane. See 
what she could do to help. 


That is the smallest conflict engine | have ever seen. 

| sat down on the floor beside the couch, sighed, and leaned back 
against the arm of the sofa. | should head home; it would be 
awkward if Lisa woke up with me still here. But | could take a 
moment to rest my eyes, right? 


Well, it was mostly your fault anyway. 
| just needed a little rest. 
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Chapter 27: Consequences 


| woke up to Lisa kicking me awake. “Guh?” 
“Get out of my house,” she said, kicking me again. 
| blinked up at her stupidly. “Ugh, hold on, Leese-” 


“Don’t fucking ‘Leese’ me!” she snapped, kicking me a third time. 
“Get out of my house! You shouldn’t be here! You shouldn’t even 
know about this place!” She threw a pile of something at my head, 
burying me in what | quickly discovered were old sheets. “Now cover 
up and get out!” 


Getting myself untangled was a bit of a struggle, since | was still 
muddled from having just woken up. “Can we talk about this?” 


Lisa had her hands on her hips, glaring down at me with murderous 
intent. If she didn’t know | was bulletproof, | suspected she’d have a 
gun trained on me. She looked a lot better than she had last night, 
between the restorative and a full night’s magically-restful sleep; 
she'd even taken the time to go through her normal morning routine 
before literally and figuratively kicking me out. “You know what? 
Sure! Let’s talk about this. What the fuck was that?” 


“What?” God damn it | was not awake enough for this. 
“Last night!” she screamed in my face. “Last fucking night! Jesus 


Christ, Flux, | knew you had weird connections but what the 
everloving fuck?” 


“What?” Say what again. | dare you. My brain was firing on zero 
cylinders this morning. 


“What the hell are you even doing here if you have the fucking 
Faerie Queen Deluxe on standby to pull your ass out of the fire?” 
Lisa demanded. 


“lL...” | didn’t have a good explanation. | didn’t even have a bad 
explanation, not really. 


“That's not even starting on the numerous other questions, like what 
happened to the Butcher or why the most terrifying cape | have ever 
seen looks just like you.” 


“That's-” 


“|. Don't. Care.” Lisa grabbed the empty potions off the end table and 
tossed them into my lap. “Take your weird shit and get the fuck out of 
my house! Don't try to contact me again. | am scared and desperate 
enough to call the police, so help me God.” 


“Coil?” | asked dumbly. 


“Fuck Coil!” she yelled. “I don’t even care anymore! Just get the hell 
away from me and stay there!” 


“l-okay. I’m leaving.” | stuck the bottles in my pockets and wrapped 
the sheets around me like a cloak, obscuring my costume. Once | 
was in the hallway, | turned around and added, “I’m sorry.” 


“Don’t care,” Lisa said, slamming the door in my face. | could hear 
the deadbolt click home. 
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After the string of bad luck I’d suffered the previous night, I’d been 
due for some good luck. As it happened, Max owned the apartment 
building, so | was able to pop into the Warehouse from Lisa’s own 
door for a set of civilian clothes from the room | still had in the 


Palace. | had just finished changing when someone knocked on the 
door. 


“Good morning, Diane. Want to come in?” | had no idea why she’d 
decided to come see me; hopefully it was just a social call. 


“No need,” she said. “I’m just here to check your mind.” 
“Why?” 


“Because Max is concerned that the Butcher will have jumped to the 
most proximal cause of death after bouncing off Akemi.” 


“Which would be me.” Because I'd tossed her up as skeet for Emily 
to shoot. “Crap. You’re not going to be poking around, right?” 


“Not at all. | just need to check your shard connection.” 

| didn’t like it, but I'd like being the Butcher a lot less. “Okay.” 
It didn’t take her a second. “Yeah. You got the mantle.” 
“Fuck. Seriously?” 


“Don’t worry, we'll figure something out. Come on, Max is downstairs 
in the lounge; I'll want his help for this.” 


There was no point arguing. | really did not want to have to deal with 
the Butcher mantle. | prodded my arm experimentally; the skin didn’t 
feel different... yet. How long did it take? A day? More? 

Hopefully I’d never find out. 

“What's new?” | asked as | followed her down the hallway. 


“Dinah’s doing well.” 


| winced. “Oh, shit. | completely forgot.” 


Diane gave me a reproachful look. “She’s fine; she’s actually 
enjoying her stay a lot, and her parents know she’s safe. Erin’s been 
trying to convince her to join the Wards, but she’s digging in her 
heels.” 


“Oh.” I'd just dropped her in the Warehouse for weeks, then let 
myself get distracted and forgotten about getting her back out. Coil 
was ‘useful’? Ugh. | felt like shit. 


“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Diane said. “Just because you didn’t 
think the consequences all the way through didn’t mean you didn’t 
help her.” 

“Sure, | guess.” 


She smiled. “Consider this a lesson in planning ahead. Don’t be 
afraid to ask for help or advice, either. You’ve got a whole support 
network behind you.” 


“Right. | just... ugh. Out of sight, out of mind.” That was something 
l’d have to work on. “I'll do better in the future.” 


“That’s all anyone can ask.” 


Our arrival in the lounge put that conversation on hold. Diane sat me 
down on one of the couches, then joined Max on the couch across 
from me. Then came the ‘fun’ part. | could actually feel something 
happening, this time, and it wasn’t pleasant. 


What was particularly unpleasant was hearing Max think-mutter «uh- 
oh» over the psychic link half-way through the procedure. 


“What?” | asked out loud. 
«This is going to be a lot harder than | thought.» 
“WHAT!?2” 


Diane shushed me. «Not so loud! | need to focus!» 


“Sorry!” 

“Whose idea was this, exactly?” Max asked. 

“Emily’s,” | said defensively. “She said you could handle it.” 
“| should have guessed.” 

“What does that mean?” 


“Just that she seems to think that | can fix any problem she creates,” 
Max grumbled. “She’s usually right, too, which only encourages her.” 
His eyes flicked to Diane for a few moments of telepathic 
communication | could almost overhear. “Okay, here’s the deal. The 
Butcher-shard has already coopted your normal Gemma connection, 
which means, A, it’s going to keep ‘redownloading’ the imprints and 
powers as long as you have that connection; B, the only way to block 
that is to block your powers entirely-” 


“What!?” 


“-and C,” he continued, “I can’t do that even if | wanted to, because 
your parahuman powers are fiat-protected, which means the 
connection is as well.” 


“... SO I’m fucked.” 


«No,» Diane said. «We just have to solve the problem at the 
source.» | raised my eyebrows. 


“| don’t know, and I’m not eager to try,” Max said in response to 
something | hadn’t heard. “No, | don’t. It'd be good practice, if 
nothing else.” 


“You're going to hack the Butcher shard, aren’t you?” 


“That is the obvious option. And what | was saying was that, no, | 
don’t have a better idea.” He paused. “Is it really that simple?” 


“Huh?” 


«Sorry, | didn’t mean to be rude. To answer your question, Max, 
there’s only one way to find out.» 


“Is there a reason you’re still talking telepathically?” | asked. 


«I’m almost completely submerged in your head. | can only follow 
along because I’m borrowing your sense of hearing.» 


Well, that was just weird to think about. “So, what’s the plan?” | 
asked. 


«I’m going to put a partial seal on your power, sort of like | did to 
Dinah’s. It’s a hack, but by throttling the bandwidth down as far as | 
can, it should keep you safe until we can solve the problem 
permanently.» 


“Should?” 


“I'll get it done,” Max said. | kind of wished | was a mind-reader too, if 
only so | could tell if he was faking his confidence. “This is actually a 
good test run for the plans we made around Eidolon. Let me grab 
Lauren for a moment; | want to Know what she thinks of this before 
we get started. You’re going to be depowered for a day or two, at 
most, and then you'll be better than ever.” 


“Better than ever?” | asked. 


“Well, after all this work, it would be a shame not to at least keep the 
Butcher powers around, right?” 


“| mean, if it’s safe, | guess.” | could live without powers for a day, no 
problem. “Thanks. Sorry | caused all this trouble.” 


Max waved my apology off. “| don’t want to tell you that Homura’s 
faith in me is misplaced, but maybe next time, check first, kay?” 


“| couldn’t exactly call you from timestop,” | pointed out. “And she 
said it would be fine.” 


“It will be,” he said. “Just an extra step or two, that’s all. Be right 
back.” He headed out the door, leaving Diane and | alone. 


“Have | met Lauren?” | asked. 
“No, she’s local-Hoss went shard, and she’s his host.” 


“| see.” We'd had the option to go into the setting as shards-in other 
words, back-seat driving a cape instead of being the cape. “What’s 
her... uh... contribution?” 


“She can see shards and their connections, both to hosts and to 
things they’re currently working on,” she explained. “Like, she’d be 
able to see a ‘tether’ between Clockblocker and his shard, and 
between his shard and anything he’s frozen.” 


“That’s an odd thinker power.” 


“It'S a secondary power. She’s a power copier, and seeing those 
connections is how she works with them. She’s also able to see... 
well, ‘relationships’ between shards. Buds, cluster triggers, things 
like that. Either ability could be helpful, here.” 


“Ah.” | fidgeted in my seat for a few moments as | began to feel 
steadily more... itchy. My power was dimming as Diane did her best 
to plug the hole in my psyche, and the gradual loss of what I’d come 
to view as part of my normal senses made me feel numb and 
congested. 


“I’ve finished the seal,” she said. “You can break it if it’s a matter of 
life and death, but anything short of that, you'll need to leave it alone. 
It’s not perfect, but try not to use what you have; it'll weaken the seal 
and let more slip through the gap.” 


“Got it. Thank you. Really.” 


“It's not a problem. All we need is for Max to get back with Lauren, 
and we can send you on your way.” 


“| could fix it now, if you want,” Maeve said from right behind me. 


| jumped a foot into the air with a cry of “Gaaaaah!” | hadn’t heard 
her enter at all! 


“| do owe you a favor, after all,” she continued. 


| twisted around to scowl at her and found her leaning her elbows on 
the back of the couch with her head resting in her hands, smiling 
with as much innocence as she could fake. “I still don’t understand 
why you're so eager to pay it off, when you bargained for an 
expiration.” | was a little tempted to not use it at all, just to spite her. 
Wait a moment... “Are you trying to annoy me to the point that | 
won't use it at all, just to spite you?” 


She grinned, showing off teeth that were slightly too white and sharp 
to be human. “You are a clever one.” 


“How would you go about ‘fixing’ it, exactly?” 


“Well, the simplest way would be to put you on ice for the rest of the 
Jump,” she said. “Once the Jump ends, the problem is solved.” 


Not going to happen. “That would violate the ‘as | wish it to be 
resolved’ component of the bargain,” | said. 


“| said the ‘simplest way’, not the one you'd like most.” 

“What about ways | would like, then?” 

“Hmm...” She raised a finger to her cheek in thought. “I could undo 
the tampering the Butcher shard has done to your gemma-shard 


connection.” 


“That would work. How, though?” 


She smirked. “That would be telling.” 
“Then I’m going to have to pass.” 
“Pity.” 
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After Max and Lauren had gotten a good look at... whatever they 
were looking at, | left the Warehouse back to Lisa’s apartment 
building and headed down the stairs. | had a text message on my 
burner phone from Brian, asking if we were all right and stating that 
he'd be at the loft. The implicit invitation was clear, but | wasn’t eager 
to talk to the rest of the team after getting kicked to the curb. | texted 
a quick response that we were alive, then moved on. 


| also had a text from Emily: she’d left one of her cars in a 24-hour lot 
less than a block away. She’d deliberately locked the keys in the car, 
so one Alohomora later | pulled out into early morning traffic. 


The city was a bit livelier than it had been last night, although not 
much. The morning news station I’d tuned the radio to was abuzz 
with last night’s events, but in a frustratingly unhelpful fashion. | had 
to sit through ten minutes of low-context chatter before | actually got 
a proper recap. 


“For those of you just tuning in, the PRT has confirmed that three of 
the Teeth’s parahuman members were killed in a hurricane of 
violence last night that also claimed the lives of at least one local 
villain. The deceased are the villains known as Hemorrhagia and 
Vex, who were found in the basement of a damaged office building, 
and the Butcher herself, who was discovered early this morning in 
the forest west of Captain’s Hill. Local Empire member Cricket was 
killed in a separate incident in the Docks area of the city. Authorities 
are still trying to determine whether the villains Tattletale and Flux, 
who were last spotted fleeing the Butcher earlier in the evening, 
were also killed. 


“Director Piggot refused to comment on the identity of the Butcher’s 
killer, stating only that the PRT would be ‘ready to handle the 
outcome of the night’s events.’ This is in addition to the nearly sixty 
dead in the attacks that continue-” | clicked the radio off. 


Tattletale and | were apparently dead, or at least people seemed to 
think we were. | wondered how my PHO thread had handled the 
news, then pushed it out of my mind. There were more important 
things to worry about. 


Like that fact that Vex was dead, too. Tattletale had been right: 
Butcher had been chasing me for killing someone, just not the 
person | knew I'd killed. I’d killed two people. | should probably feel 
bad about that. 


| didn’t. That trap had been intended to be lethal, without question, 
and | wasn’t going to lose sleep about responding in kind, 
intentionally or otherwise. 


The most upsetting bit of news, which I'd had to piece together from 
the previous segments, was that the night’s violence hadn’t ended. 
Maybe it was losing two more capes in the basement under the 
office building putting them below half strength; maybe it was the 
Butcher’s death specifically. The actual cause didn’t matter; the 
effect was that with their cape support gutted, the Teeth rank and file 
were trying to commit as much violence as possible, as fast as 
possible, before they were all arrested or killed. Downtown remained 
a bastion of law and order, but parts of the city were literally burning, 
to the point that the air to the south was visibly hazy. A firefighter had 
been shot shortly before dawn. 


| pulled off the freeway and into the first parking lot | saw, staring at 
the steering wheel. | hadn’t noticed any real disconnects between my 
‘previous’ and ‘current’ selves... until now, when I'd killed two people 
and | didn’t care. | was more upset that my actions might have led to 
an outbreak of rioting than | was about the people | had /iterally killed 
with my own two hands. My bare hands, in Vex’s case. 


Maybe it really did just get easier. 


| reached over into the passenger seat and pulled my phone out of 
my purse, then stopped. Who the hell was | going to call? No one in 
the ‘chain batted an eye at killing-hell, my own ‘sister’ had been 
running through a /ist. Lisa already knew, but that bridge had burned. 
Taylor was probably in school, and | didn’t really want to know what 
she'd think of me shooting a woman in the head, no matter how 
much the bitch had wanted to kill me back. 


It didn’t matter. What was done was done. | was right to feel okay 
about this; I’d have told someone else struggling with this the same 
thing. They’d been trying to kill me. That trap had been absurdly 
lethal, so why shouldn’t | have responded in kind? Live by the sword, 
die by the sword, and all that. 


Right? 

Don't think about it. 

The phone went back in the purse, unused. 
---X==X==X--- 


| made it home without incident, and quickly realized that | didn't 
have a whole lot to actually do. | didn’t want to head to the loft; | 
wasn’t sure | was welcome there anymore. 


The whole de-power thing had me feeling sick. Not nauseous sick, or 
emotionally sick, but ‘flu’ sick; like my entire body was weaker than it 
should be, my senses duller. | felt fatigued and achy and generally 
awful. 


| booted up my computer and opened PHO. As expected, the reports 
of my death were greatly exaggerated; | tossed a comment onto my 
thread and watched the anthill stir. 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux 

You are viewing: 

¢ Threads you have replied to 

e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 

¢ Ten posts per page 

¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 

¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 


Alert: You have been tagged 4 times since your last visit. View list. 
(Dismiss) 


¢ Topic: Flux 

In: Boards > Villains » North America » New England 
hospex (Original Poster) 

Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux: Brute/Striker. Snazzy jacket. Crazy hair. Ham and Cheese 
personality. 


Discuss 
(Showing page 14 of 18) 


> Meezoo 


Replied On April 29th 2011: 
@Wavelength | don't think so. 


@Neoros Cosplaying capes is weird because the worse the 
costume, the better, if that makes any sense. 


> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 29th 2011: 

Enquirer just posted an update on their live coverage of the violence 
tonight. Apparently Flux is running through north downtown with the 
Butcher hot on her heels! 

EDIT: They now list Flux as KIA T_T 

> Herbie97 

Replied On April 29th 2011: 

Aw no images. EDIT: Noooo000 

> Meezoo 

Replied On April 29th 2011: 

Enquirer now lists Flux as deceased. :( 

> Angry Flounder 

Replied On April 29th 2011: 

Too cool to live. 

> Bookwurm 


Replied On April 29th 2011: 


Damn. Real flash in the pan. 
Fuck butcher. 

> Wavelength 

Replied On April 29th 2011: 
What? Who? How? 

| don't want to believe :*( 

> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


Fucking tragic. Meanwhile the literal murders are still running 
around. Why do the less bad die young? 


> Herbie97 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

@Wavelength read the article. Butcher got her. 

> WitchKing 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

And nothing of value was lost. 

User received an infraction for this post: flamebaiting. 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 
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> Neoros 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 


well now it would just be in bad taste :( 
> Wavelength 
Replied On April 30th 2011: 


How the hell do they know, though? | mean it's not like they’ve got 
reporters following the Butcher around, right? 


> Meezoo 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

@Wavelength If two villains walk into an alley and one villain walks 
out, it's usually assumed the other lost the fight. If the winner has a 
body count... well. 

> Faultline (Verified Cape) 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

Met Flux twice. Very unfortunate, if true. NQ. 

> cluesmeyer 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

RIP 

> Wavelength 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

Not confirmed until they find the body. 

> Angry Flounder 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 


Journal says Butcher is deceased as well (??7) 
> Meezoo 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

The butcher is dead, long live the butcher :/ 


| hope this doesn’t sound insensitive but honestly Butcher killing Flux 
is probably more merciful than the other way around. 


> Bookwurm 
Replied On April 30th 2011: 
@Meezoo that’s a fair point. 


Only thing worse than the Butcher killing someone is that someone 
killing the Butcher. 


> Angry Flounder 
Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@Bookwurm that makes me wonder what would happen if someone 
mutual-killed the Butcher. Would that get rid of them for good? 
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> Grazzio (Moderator) 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


Please move the discussion of the Butcher to the appropriate 
thread. 


> Angry Flounder 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 
Sorry Grazz! 

@Wavelength | hope you're right. 
> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@Wavelength @Herbie97 Source article has been edited: now says 
"Killed (Unconfirmed)" 


There is hope. 
> Angry Flounder 
Replied On April 30th 2011: 


Enquirer says unconfirmed, but Journal and Chronicle say 
confirmed. EDIT: Journal now says unconfirmed, cites Enquirer. 


> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

The other two might have just copied the Enquirer. EDIT: Called it. 
> Herbie97 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

| suppose we'll learn soon enough. 

> Angry Flounder 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 


(at) Faultline: definitely tragic. Fantastic debut into a gang-war 
clusterfuck only a few weeks later. Some people's luck, | Swear. 


> Flux (Verified Cape) 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

Not dead. Not in great shape either. No questions, please, sorry. 
@Faultline I've added you to approved contacts, reciprocate if you're 


willing. 


EDIT: News update cites this post <5 minutes later. Not sure how | 
feel about being a primary source on my own continued existence. 


> Neoros 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

hallelujah! 

> Angry Flounder 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

@Flux glad you're alive. 
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> Wavelength 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

| believed in you flux! Too cool to live? No! Too cool to die! 
> Herbie97 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 


Stupid question but: "Approved Contacts?" 

> cluesmeyer 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

Wait, if Butcher’s dead, and Flux is alive, then....?! 
> Meezoo 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@Flux Damn. You made it look like fun and games last month but 
there's some scary shit going down lately. 


> Angry Flounder 
Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@cluesmeyer Butcher was found in two pieces /literally miles/ away 
from the chase. Flux is probably fine. 


> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

@Herbie97 accounts with certain tags likely for ‘fan mail’ can enable 
a whitelist-only mode for PMs. It was originally for Verified Capes but 
| think every Verified [X] has it now. 

On topic: @Flux, | know you're not answering questions now, but | 
hope you'll be up to doing another Q&A session in the future. The 
one you did after the Bank was a hoot. Edit: no pressure, ofc. 

> cluesmeyer 


Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@Angry Flounder oh, didn’t see that. Good to know. 


> Herbie97 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

all 3 papers already cite this thread for their correction, lol 
> Meezoo 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@ReknownMeal | doubt she'd answer questions about tonight. Like | 
said, the Bank looked like fun and games. I've no doubt this was 


ugly. 

@Herbie97 at least they're correcting their shit. 
> ReknownMeal 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

Wow, that was fast. 

@Flux | think the word you're looking for is "Tautological.' 
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> Wavelength 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

What does "being tautological" actually feel like? 
> Bookwurm 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 


@Wavelength being tautological. 


> Wavelength 

Replied On April 30th 2011: 

| don't Know why | even bothered to ask 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 16, 17, 18 


Alert: Your private messages have been changed to Whitelist and 
Verified Only. You can change this in Account Settings. (Dismiss) 


¢ Private message from Faultline: 

Faultline: glad to see you alive 

Flux: Same. How’s Newter? 

Faultline: He’s healing like magic. Where do you get that stuff? 
Flux: Can't spread it around. Sorry. 

Faultline: No need to apologize. | understand. Some people don’t 
want the kind of attention that brings. Which is why | _really_ 
appreciate you being willing to share it at all. 


Flux: It was the least | could do. How’s your arm? 


Faultline: It’s bad. It doesn’t need amputation, but that’s the best | 
can say. Years of PT if | want to use it again. 


Flux: I’m sorry. 
Faultline: You apologize a lot 


Flux: Well what am | supposed to say? “That sucks?” It’s bad news, 
and I’m sorry to hear it. 


Faultline: It could be a lot worse. Circus is laid up in one of the 
unused rooms upstairs. She’s spitting mad. 


Flux: At us? 
Faultline: At the Teeth, dumbass. 


Flux: hey! >[plain]:({/plain] | got a whole ‘its all my fault’ soeech from 
Tattletale, so that’s the sort of mood I’m in right now. 


Faultline: Shes not wrong... 
Flux: srsly? 


Faultline: | mean, she was the one who decided we ought to be 
tracking that stuff in the first place, right? 


Flux: | don’t think anyone protested BEFORE it turned out to be a 
trap! 


Flux: Sorry, nevermind. | don’t want to turn this into an argument. 


Faultline: Yeah, sorry. Subject dropped. 


Once the initial hubbub died down, | clicked through to some of the 
news articles about the gang war, then skimmed articles that had as 
little to do with the Bay as | could find. | couldn’t escape the feeling 
that this wasn’t as much fun anymore. 


Half the fun of PHO interludes in Worm fanfiction were getting to see 
how people reacted to the protagonist. It was a break, a chance to 
see just how awesome-or terrifying-a character looked to someone 
who didn’t know anything about their inner monologue, their doubts 
and insecurities and panic. It was also a ripe source of dramatic 
irony, as people struggled to piece together the events we’d seen 
and came to wrong but reasonable conclusions. 


As shitty as it might make me sound, | was still feeling that same mix 
of satisfying dramatic irony and ‘in-the-know’ smugness I'd gotten 
from the fiction. It was just mixed up in a lot more angst. Having 


actually lived through a life-or-death fight-a real life or death fight, the 
kind where ‘or death’ was actually a thing that happened to people-| 
wasn’t sure how | was supposed to feel about people commenting 
on capes dying with the same matter-of-fact tone as an analyst 
discussing corporate stocks, or a weather reporter discussing the 
forecast. A ‘hurricane of violence’ indeed. 


“Hurricane forums are full of excited comments about central 
pressure and wind speed [... ] with hastily-tacked-on notes about 
how it will be tragic if anyone dies and they hope it's a dud.” 
-some xkcd strip, | think 





That quote summed up a lot of PHO discourse disturbingly well. 


| suppose, from a certain point of view, it was just weather; if cape 
fights were natural disasters, cape deaths were just another part of 
storm-watching. A cape dies, and the public looks out their windows 
and thinks ‘well, looks like the forecast has slightly less collateral 
damage this week.’ Or slightly more collateral damage, if that cape 
was a Stabilizing influence, but those were pretty rare. 


At least, that was how it worked as long as those people didn’t feel a 
personal connection to the cape in question. When they did, they 
turned out en mass for a public funeral procession. 


Flux was ‘popular’-for a given definition of the word-partially because 
of the larger-than-life personality I’d put on, but mostly because the 
impulsive Q&A session after the robbery had given people that 
sense of connection. My PR perk had been working overtime to drag 
my ass into the public goodwill, and somehow it had worked. | had 
no idea what to do with the goodwill | had, but it was there. 


One thing was for certain: | wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it now. | 
wasn’t sure if I'd ever be in that sort of mood again. 


---X==X==X--- 


Thankfully, Diane’s prediction of ‘by the end of the day’ came true 
just under the wire, and with it the removal of the seal. Max had done 
a real number on the shard; | didn’t have any of the old Butcher 
powers at all. It wasn’t like | was walking away empty handed, 
though, because the shard had gone and grabbed Max’s power in 
their place. 


“The butcher-shard was a real piece of work,” Max said as we 
relaxed in the lounge a few minutes before midnight. It was him, 
Garrus, Emily, Diane, and myself, scattered around one of the larger 
furniture arrangements. “It had gone off the reservation a bit. 
Whenever its host died, it found the killer and patched itself into their 
gemma-shard connection. Then it replaced the previous connection 
with its own and routed the host’s current power through itself, 
hoarding all that juicy conflict data. It was greedy, basically.” 


“In as much as shards can be greedy,” | said. 


“It’s a classic error in evolutionary design,” he said. “The shard is 
optimizing for what it views as evolutionary fitness: having the 
strongest host possible. But in doing so, it’s evolved away from 
solving the intended problem.” 


“The psychosis doesn’t seem like a great step to create a stronger 
host,” | pointed out. “Maybe it would make them more violent, but our 
ability to plan and reason is the whole reason we’re involved in the 
process at all.” 


“The psychosis is a side effect, not an intended feature. It maintained 
a live brain-map of its current host, and kept it after their death. That 
was one of the tricks it used to keep the connection going with the 
shards it had co-opted.” 


“You mean it was doing some sort of man-in-the-middle attack?” 
“Not quite,” Garrus said. “It wasn’t running the simulation on its own 


hardware. When the host died, it would overlay the old map into the 
new host and use that to spoof a valid connection to the past host’s 


shard. It wasn’t perfect, though, which is why the inherited powers 
were always weaker.” 


“And the process took time,” Max added, “which is why you didn’t 
notice anything to begin with. From the rate things were going, it 
probably takes about twenty-four hours before you'd notice anything 
was wrong.” 


I'd only had the mantle for about eight hours before Diane caught it. 
Thank god Max had been proactive with that shit. 


“So,” | asked, “you got rid of those ‘brain-maps’?” 


“Right in one.” Max moved his hands, and an image appeared in 
front of him, showing what looked like a human brain with a wire 
trailing off to another, grotesquely inhuman brain. “To make a long 
story short, | used psychic powers and Lauren’s help to trace the 
connection back to the shard, then hacked in and started deleting 
shit.” An orb of light traced along the wire from human to inhuman, 
and several portions of the inhuman brain began flashing red. 


“| cleared out all the old imprints, which also got rid of the powers, 
including the original Butcher’s. Probably because that was how it 
remembered what the original powers were supposed to be... it 
doesn’t matter. Point is, | removed the brain maps, and the powers 
went with them. 


“| considered trying to just... mute the voices, somehow, or even fix 
their psychoses entirely, but that would have taken a lot longer, and | 
didn’t want to keep you waiting. Sorry.” 


“No need to apologize,” | said. “| would have told you to do the same 
thing. | don’t need those powers, and having them at all might have 
been a problem.” 


“That a fair point. At any rate, the side effect is that once I'd ruined all 
the extra connections it had formed, it threw a fit and grabbed my 
link instead. The shard was, uh, buggy.” 


“I’m pretty sure Tay/or has the buggy shard,” | said, prompting 
groans from everyone around me. “Uh, you're not in my head, are 
you?” 


“Shard connections don't work like that,” Max said. He waved a hand 
through the image he’d conjured, dispelling it into motes of light. “I 
think you’re getting a little too used to psychic bullshit.” 


“Be nice,” Diane chided him. 


“He might be right,” | admitted. “I’m actually starting to accept that 
people can just wander into my brain. But that wasn’t what | meant; | 
was wondering about the Butcher gestalt thing.” 


“Ah,” Max said. “No, you don’t need to worry about that. It just 
pirated the power from my shard, rather than actually messing with 
my head, since it doesn’t have access to my brain in the first place.” 


“Pirated?” | repeated. 


“You know...” he waved his hands again. “It’s phoning up my shard 
and making it help out around the place. The specifics don’t matter.” 


Great, a /iteral hand-wave. “Well, that’s good, | guess.” 


“Keep in mind that anyone who kills you is probably going to get you 
in their head,” he warned me. “Stay alive, okay?” 


“| wasn't planning on dying,” | said dryly. “Hey, at least | wouldn’t 
have to sit out the rest of the jump if | did, right?” 


“I’m not sure,” Max said. “The shard saves a copy of your mind, and 
loads that up after you die. I’m not sure that would count for 
continuity of consciousness, as far as the Jump is concerned. 


“Your killer would have your voice in their head for the foreseeable 
future, but if it's only a copy, you’d pop back up after the jump with 
no knowledge of what your brain-stamp’s been up to, and it would 
remain behind.” 


“What separates a copy of a mind from the mind itself?” | asked. 


“Mostly the method,” he explained. “It would be murkier if the shard 
used its own hardware, but it just overlays an old pattern on the new 
brain in its quest to get the best host ever. The copy doesn't really do 
anything until it’s ‘installed’ and ‘run’ on the new host’s wetware. 
Plus, | Suspect that the psychosis is as much a flaw of the copying 
process as it is an issue with stuffing more minds into one brain. I’ve 
seen that work before, so it can be done right.” 


“Hmm.” | made the conscious decision to ignore the question 
entirely. There was no reason to open that can of worms unless | 
actually died. ‘Burn that bridge when we come to it’ and all that. 


“Well,” | said, “I guess | should see if | can figure out how your power 
actually works.” 


“Have fun!” 


There obstacle courses in the Warehouse, of course, but to start, | 
jumped around the park. Max had described the power as ‘rapid 
short-distance teleport spam’. My ‘diminished Butcher-inheritance 
knock-off’ turned the ‘spam’ element way down and the ‘short- 
distance’ element up: | could move about a hundred feet once a 
second. It was a nice trick, and without the explosive effect of 
Butcher’s teleports, it was unlikely anyone would draw a connection. 


Well, except maybe Lisa, but | wasn’t going to be seeing much of her 
in the future anyway. 


Because | ruined everything | touched, apparently. 


And now I'd made myself sad again. 
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Misty Raven-chan continue to be wonderful, helpful people. 


Chapter 28: Debrief 


| slept in pretty late on Friday morning following my... ‘recovery’, so | 
wasn’t terribly surprised to wake up to a voicemail from Taylor’s 
home number. It was actually her father. “Hey, Kasey, would you stop 
by this morning?” That was it. Without anything better to do, | 
cleaned myself up and got dressed in something simple and 
presentable: a borrowed Brockton Bay University shirt and long 
pants. | stopped to put on my jacket, then borrowed Emily’s car and 
hit the road. The drive was uneventful, and | pulled up in front of 
Taylor’s house about five minutes before ten AM. 


Mr. Hebert’s truck was still in the driveway, so | headed up the path 
to the door and knocked. It wasn’t long before the door opened. 
“Good m-” 


My greeting was interrupted by a pair of hands grabbing me by the 
collar and pulling me roughly into the house before shoving me 
farther into the building. | staggered, barely keeping my feet under 
me. “Where were you on Wednesday?” Mr. Hebert growled, 
slamming the door shut behind him. 


“Wha-” 


“Where! Were! You!” he yelled, spittle flying from his lips. He 
punctuated every word with another step closer to me. 


“What the hell?” 


He slapped me, hard, catching me by the collar again as | almost fell 
over in surprise. “I got a call from the hospital at four in the morning!” 


he bellowed, giving me a great look at his tonsils. “She looked like 
she’d been in a car accident! What the goddamn hell did you drag 
her into?” 


“Uh?” | asked. He hit me again, knocking me to the floor. | rubbed my 
cheek gingerly; my power let me prevent actual injury, but | had to 
leave my skin alone or else my reactions-in both the vernacular and 
third law sense-would be noticeably different. Unless | wanted to risk 
outing myself, | had to put up with feeling the hits. “Wait, Taylor’s 
hurt?” 


“Do you think I’m fucking stupid?” he screamed. He leaned down 
and grabbed me by the collar again, lifting me up so we were face to 
face. It seemed to be his preferred grappling point, probably because 
it gave him good control of where | was looking, and he wanted to 
make sure | was paying attention. 


| didn’t fight back; I’d described my skills as ‘martial arts’, but 
‘unarmed combat’ was probably a more fitting description, and this 
wasn't a controlled spar against a fit, trained combatant. Mr. Hebert 
was scrawny and furious; I’d have a hard time taking him down 
safely without doing anything superhuman. | didn’t want to out 
myself, and | wanted to hurt Mr. Hebert even less, so taking the 
beating was the safe option. 


“What was she doing that night?” He shook me like a magic 8-ball. 
“What happened to her? Well!?” 


“| don’t know!” I’d had my own fucking problems! | hadn’t even 
known Taylor hadn't made it home. 


“| should have known,” he grumbled. Mr. Hebert shoved me down, 
pacing away as he spoke to himself. “It’s always gradual. It starts 
innocently enough: a little rough-housing, maybe. Shoplifting, petty 
crime.” He turned around, marching back towards me. “Then it’s 
fights. Sneaking out.” | climbed to my feet and backed away from 
him, holding my arms in front of me as he kept storming forward. 


“What else? Alcohol? Drugs? Who were you fighting for, huh? The 
Empire? The Teeth?” 


“That’s not-!” 


“| don’t want excuses!” He grabbed me by the arm and threw me 
across the room back towards the door, sending me into a credenza 
with a crash. | cheated flagrantly this time, bouncing off the old 
wooden cabinetry rather than suffering the bruises. He didn’t notice. 
“| should have kicked you to the curb the moment you stepped foot 
in my house,” he growled. “Now my girl, my baby girl, the last bit of 
family | have left, is in the hospital, because | didn’t trust my 
instincts!” 


| tried to get to my feet again. “I didn’t-” 


He didn’t slap me this time; it was a full-on punch to the face that 
should have broken my nose. That hurt! My power made sure | 
wasn’t actually injured, but noses were not for punching! “Do you 
think | can’t put two and two together?” He pulled me back up by my 
shirt. “What happened? Answer me!” 


“| wasn’t there!” | said, as calmly as | could manage under the 
circumstances. “I didn’t see her at all-” 


“| don’t care!” he yelled back. “What the hell did you do to my 
daughter?” He started shaking me again. “She was a good girl!” he 
yelled. “A good girl! Before she met you!” | just glared up at him, as 
well as | could given the shaking. He pulled back his fist and 
punched me again, then dropped me and stalked off towards the 
living room. 


| stood up slowly and dusted myself off. “Are you done?” | asked his 
back. 


“Get out of my house,” he snarled. 


My first instinct was to snap something about how he’d dragged me 
in here in the first place, but | managed to reign myself in enough to 
try diplomacy. “I’m sorry about what happened to Taylor,” | offered. “l 
didn’t Know anything was wrong until | got here.” 


“Get! Out! Of! My! House!” He grabbed an empty beer bottle offa 
table and threw it at me as hard as he could. The glass shattered 
against the front door. 


| didn’t make him tell me a third time-I only stopped long enough to 
set the coat rack back upright before heading out to my car. All| 
could think was, What the fuck was that? | hadn’t taken Taylor’s 
comments about her father’s temper seriously, which was clearly a 
mistake. He’d just tried to beat the shit out of a seventeen-year-old 
girl! That was pretty fucked, no matter what he thought | may have 
done. 


Then again, | didn’t have a lot of good things to say about him in the 
first place. From what | Knew of him, he’d been so tied up mourning 
his wife that Taylor had been raised by the Barnes's for a year. Then 
Emma had abandoned her, effectively kicking her out of her 
‘adopted’ home, and he hadn't even noticed. Whatever Daniel 
Hebert may have been, ‘dutiful parent’ wasn’t on the list. 
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The first order of business, once | climbed back into my car, was to 
call Taylor and let her know what had happened. She didn’t pick up 
her cell phone, so | left a voicemail on her burner with as brief and 
non-incriminating a summary as | could manage. That was about all | 
could do, for the moment; | didn’t know which hospital Taylor had 
been taken to, and Mr. Hebert wasn't about to tell me. All | could do 
was sit around and wait. 


That last bit wasn’t precisely true. | should have done this yesterday; 
| really couldn’t put this off any longer. 


“Hello?” 


“Brian?” | asked. “It’s Kasey.” 
“Thank God! Lisa won’t pick up her phone. Is she all right?” 


Physically, yes. Mentally? Not so much. “She’s not hurt, but she’s a 
bit shook up. What happened to Taylor?” 


“I... ugh. Can you come by the loft? | don’t want to have this 
conversation over the phone.” 


“I'd rather not,” | said. “What happened?” 
“Why not?” 


| rubbed my temples. “Because Lisa and | aren’t speaking to each 
other anymore, apparently. Damn it, | don’t want to have this 
conversation over the phone either.” 


“Lisa’s not here,” he said, “and I’d expect her to start returning my 
calls before she decides to show up. Can you just come over?” 


| suppose I'd need to grab my stuff anyway. “Fine,” | grumbled. “I'll 
be there when | get there.” 
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Alec was lying on his favorite couch, holding an ice-pack to his eye, 
half a six-pack on the table in front of him. “Hey, Loony,” he said as | 
entered. “You look good.” 


“Excuse me?” Was he drunk? 


“You know what | mean,” he said. “Healthy. We heard you got put 
through the wringer.” 


“Aw, my poor heart,” | moaned, clutching my hands to my chest. “I 
thought you'd finally noticed the beautiful gamer girl who’d been 
sharing your console for the past month, pining for your affection.” 


“A beautiful girl?” he asked, perking up and looking around the loft. 
“Where? Can | meet her?” 


| laughed and socked him in the arm. “Touche, asshole. Anyway, we 
got roughed up, but we came out in one piece. What happened to 
you?” 


He gave me a flat look. “I got punched in the face, dumbass.” 


“Really? | figured you’d walked into a door.” He stuck his tongue out 
at me. “Where’s Brian?” 


“In the kitchen. Grab me a soda while you’re up?” 


| took a closer look at the cans on the table and realized they were 
soda, too. “What’s wrong with those?” 


“They’re diet. | don’t know how Brian stands that crap.” 


“Ah.” | headed around his couch, only for Brian to return before I'd 
made it back to the hallway. He was clunking along on crutches, right 
leg in a cast. 


“Kasey!” he said. “You look good.” 
“Healthy, you mean?” 


“Yeah. Faultline said you got blown up. Er, not that you don’t look 
good otherwise, of course-” 


“| got it, relax.” Unlike Alec, he already looked so embarrassed that 
teasing him wasn't funny. | headed back around and sat down on the 
other couch. “Reports of my death were greatly exaggerated. Hell, 
by the look of things, | got off lightly.” 


“You should see the other guys,” Alec said. Brian rolled his eyes as 
he sat down on the couch next to me before reaching over and 
Snagging a can of soda. 


“Can | meet your friend?” a young girl yelled from the back of the loft. 
Brian sighed in exasperation. 


| raised an eyebrow. “Your sister, | presume?” 


“Yeah.” He looked embarrassed all over again. “Sorry, | know | 
should have cleared it with everyone first, but... nO, no excuses, it 
was a bad decision. | needed help getting up the stairs and Alec 
wasn't back yet. She already knows who | am, anyway, and Alec 
doesn’t give a damn about anything-” 


“Hey!” Alec said. “I care about mysel/f, thank you very much!” 


“-and it was already late, and | didn’t want her going home in the 
dark... whatever, long story short, we ended up sleeping on the 
couches and she’s ditching school to help me out around the place. | 
told her that when you showed up, she’d have to stay in the back so 
she doesn’t get a look at you.” 


“It’s fine,” | said. “If you trust her, | will, too. Introduce us?” 


The look on Brian’s face said ‘you're going to regret this,’ but he 
stood up and clunked back to the kitchen without further comment. | 
assume he wanted to lay some ground rules before the introduction, 
or he’d have simply called her in. 


“You've met her?” | asked Alec. 
“Yeah. She’s funny.” 
“Cool.” 


“All right,” Brian said as he returned. “Kasey, this is Aisha. Aisha, 
Kasey.” 


Aisha looked more or less as I’d expected. Like Brian, she’d gotten 
lucky when it came to her looks; she was slender, with high 
cheekbones and long legs, and would probably be beautiful once 
she grew up. | couldn’t agree with her fashion choices, though: she 


wore a badly abused lime-green cardigan over a black shirt she’d 
knotted to expose her midriff, and a tattered gray miniskirt over 
deliberately-torn fishnet leggings. Her long, curly hair had a purple 
streak in it, which | could agree was cool, but overall, it wasn’t a 
great look, in my humble opinion. 


| stood back up. “Nice to meet you,” | said as | offered my hand. 


“Sure is,” she replied, taking it. “Ooh, Lesbian Cheerleader. Daring 
fashion choice.” 


“Hey! Should you really be throwing the stones you use to achieve 
such an avant-garde level of wear on your own clothes?” 


“Wow.” Aisha folded her arms and nearly sat down on Alec, forcing 
him to move or become a cushion. “That was an absolutely awful 
comeback. What do stones have to do with clothes at all?” 


“You... use them to damage your clothes?” 


“Lame,” she announced. “I totally regret posting good things on your 
cape thread now.” 


“Oh no!” | clapped my hands to my face in horror. “I’ve lost a fan. 
Alec, quick, reassure me of my awesomeness before | implode.” 


“I’m sure there’s enough hot air in you to keep you in shape,” he 
said. 


“Thanks. | was really worried for a moment there.” 
“Best make sure nothing bursts your bubble,” Aisha added. 


Brian dropped his head back into his hands and groaned, “Why did | 
think this was a good idea?” 


“You didn’t,” | said. “You just did it anyway.” Something about the 
quip reminded me rather unpleasantly of why | was here in the first 
place, and | felt a stab of guilt at letting myself get carried away in 


friendly banter with a team that | was very likely going to be leaving 
soon. 


It made for a good segue, if nothing else. “Speaking of ‘bad ideas’, 
how did you break your ankle?” 


“Three-story fall out of a burning building,” he said. Aisha 
pantomimed breaking a twig in half. 


Yeah, that would do it. “Why was the building on fire?” 


“One of Leet’s stupid pieces of shit,” Brian grumbled. “Blew up in our 
faces, as usual.” 


“And the jumping?” 


“We climbed out the third story fire escape, then Pile pulled it down. | 
was the last one out and dropped twenty feet. Snapped my ankle like 
a twig.” 


“Ouch.” | sort of wished I’d picked up magic back in Generic Fantasy 
RPG. Why did | not go straight for healing spells? Having a healer 
made everything a hundred times less terrible. 


He snorted. “Yeah. Ouch. Your turn. What’s your deal with Lisa?” 


“Well...” | took a deep breath and got it over with. “I think | might 
need to leave the team.” 


“What?” Aisha asked. “Why?” 


Despite my mood, | couldn’t help but snort at how invested Aisha 
seemed to be in the team. “Lisa... ugh, | don’t Know how to explain 
it. | don’t want to explain it. | made some mistakes last night. | don’t 
think she'll work with me again.” 


| didn’t want to meet their eyes, so | looked around the rest of the loft 
instead. The clutter on the floor had been pushed to the sides, and 


someone had finally dealt with the steadily accumulating pile of soda 
cans that had been building up besides the couches. 


“You killed the Butcher, didn’t you,” Brian said. 

How the hell? 

“Shit. I'm sorry, Kasey. This is my fault.” He rubbed his hand across 
his cornrows. “We could have skipped the meeting. We’re escape 
artists, we weren’t meant for this shit. Now Taylor’s in the hospital, 
I’m out of commission, and you... fuck. I’m sorry.” 


“Whoa, slow down!” | yelled. “What made you think | killed the 
Butcher?” 


Brian gave me a flat look. “You’re acting really cagey about some 
sort of ‘mistake’ and you said Lisa wouldn’t work with you anymore.” 


| snorted, then apologized, because it was rude of me to laugh at 
him for being honestly concerned. “Sorry. Now that | think about it, | 
can understand how you got there. But you don’t need to worry 
about me.” 


“Really?” he asked. 
“Really!” 


“... good. That’s... good.” He took a deep breath before he 
continued. “I’m not gonna lie, you gave me a hell of a scare, there.” 


“Sorry,” | repeated. 


“Do you know who did kill the Butcher?” Alec asked. “Last we heard, 
she was chasing you through Downtown and then disappeared.” 


“Is it related to why Lisa won't return my calls?” Brian added. 


“Lisa also did not kill the Butcher,” | clarified. 


“Then why is she hiding?” 


“You'll have to ask her.” | didn’t know exactly how much Lisa had 
managed to learn last night, and didn’t want to give away a hair more 
than that, especially where Coil could hear. 


“If she ever answers,” he grumbled. “Right. Fine. You don’t want to 
talk about it, and | can’t force you. Can you at least tell me the rest, 
then?” 


“Story time!” Aisha said, leaning in eagerly. 


| sighed, and launched into my tale, starting with the arrival of the 
rest of the team and ending with us scattering after the car wreck. 
Alec wandered back to his room at some point during the telling, and 
Brian didn’t press me for more information. Aisha did, but | didn’t 
answer to her, so | ignored her pestering and told him, “Your turn.” 


Brian nodded, and began his story. “We were hitting one of the dens, 
the things Tattletale called their barracks. Shitty condemned 
apartment building only about a mile northwest of here, actually; too 
close for comfort. We were working with Hookwolf, Stormtiger, and 
Cricket, plus Uber and Leet, unfortunately. 


“| had Skitter set up with a couple of Coil’s men in one of the nearby 
buildings. Leet was there, too, trying to finish some sort of weird trap 
thing that he claimed could catch the Butcher without killing her. 
Which would have been awesome, but...” 

“Leet,” | said. 

“Exactly. Anyway-” 

“Sorry, just to check: were you in charge?” 


“| mean, nominally, | guess?” He shrugged. “I didn’t really try to give 
the Nazis instructions beyond ‘Do your thing,’ because | didn’t have 


high hopes they'd listen, but | was the one giving the orders, for 
some reason. 


“Where was I... Skitter sent her bugs in first, got a headcount and 
room layout, then the Empire capes went in. | actually have decent 
synergy with them, weirdly enough. Cricket can see in the dark, 
Stormtiger can use his aerokinesis to move the clouds, and 
Hookwolf... well, he just kinda goes straight through whatever’s in 
his way whether he can see or not.” 


| glanced over at Aisha and found her playing a game ona 
handheld, earbuds in. | guess she’d already heard Brian’s story, 


anyway. 


“So we go in. Most of the Teeth aren’t in fighting shape, since they’re 
all some combination of hungover, high, blind, or covered in bugs. 
They go down easy. Everything’s going great until Xerxes starts 
sending soldiers into the building after us.” 


| nodded. Xerxes’ power created ‘soldiers’ out of solid surfaces- 
usually concrete or asphalt, but wood and metal would work too, if 
there was enough of it. They weren’t smart enough to use weapons 
unless they were created holding them, so most of them were armed 
with swords and spears of the same stuff they were made of. The 
soldiers’ speed and toughness depended on the material; his typical 
concrete soldiers were slow, ponderous, and immune to bullets. 


“They were a real problem. Uber and | can’t fight them hand-to-hand, 
Skitter’s bugs don’t work on them, and Cricket’s weird sonic attacks 
don’t work either. Hookwolf can smash them, but they just keep 
coming, and he’s as much a danger to us as he is to them. 


“Skitter finds him-Xerxes, | mean-so Uber, Cricket, and | head out 
into the street after him-” 


“Skitter couldn’t deal with him herself?” | asked. 


“| should say she found where he was. He was out of her range, but 
he has to touch whatever he’s pulling soldiers out of, so she followed 
the trail-I’m getting ahead of myself. She puts up a bunch of bug- 
arrows pointing us in the right direction, we leave the building, and 
make it maybe a hundred feet before Cricket takes an arrow to the 
back from Butcher.” He took a long drink, staring into the bottom of 
his can. 


“Shit,” | said. 


“Yeah. We didn’t even know she'd arrived until then. Cricket didn’t go 
down immediately, which saved the rest of us; the Butcher put three 
more arrows in her before moving on. Uber and | ran for the building 
Leet had been setting up in, praying he’d gotten his thing working. 
Butcher teleports down to street level and follows us in. 


“We make it up to the second floor where Leet’s set up his trap, and 
when the Butcher comes in he sets it off. It explodes, of course, and 
sets the entire floor on fire. Butcher fucks off, probably to deal with 
the rest of the Nazis. So we’re stuck in a condemned apartment 
building that is now on fire, and the explosion took out the stairwell.” 


He had to pause for breath, which let me get a question in without 
interrupting. “Is that how Skitter got hurt?” 


“Hold on,” he said, “I’m getting there.” | mumbled an apology. “No, 
see, Skitter wasn’t in the building. She’d gone and followed the trail 
of soldiers, went after Xerxes herself. | didn’t learn that until | caught 
up with Coil’s men on the third floor; they’d given her a walkie-talkie. 
Uber and Leet headed down the fire escape, but | got distracted 
arguing with Skitter.” 


| managed to contain my questions and settled for raising my 
eyebrows. Brian took a moment to rub his hand over his face before 
he continued, “I fucked up. It was my fault that we got hurt. | stopped 
to focus on the conversation; | was trying to get her to give up 
chasing Xerxes and get back here, because we had the Butcher 


after us and needed to retreat. She said that she had already 
technically retreated anyway and had him dead to rights. 


“| pulled rank on her and told her she was coming back, but then one 
of Xerxes’ soldiers tries to climb the fire escape and the weight pulls 
the entire thing down while | was still on the third floor landing. | tried 
to jump clear, but... well.” He waved at the cast on his leg. “I got 
lucky... ish. The breaks are clean. Hurt like a bitch, though.” 


| nodded in sympathy. “Then what?” 


“I’m not sure. | spent a bit clutching my ankle and screaming curses 
into my helmet. One of Coil’s men had to carry me out. | didn’t see 
what happened to Skitter, but | heard from Uber later that he had to 
take her to a hospital in her civvies.” 


“You don’t know?” | asked sharply enough to make him wince. 


“No. Sorry. I’d lost the big-picture view by that point. | assume Skitter 
came back like I'd told her and ran into trouble.” 


“I'll have to ask Taylor, then,” | said. “Uber told you where he left 
Taylor, right?” 


“Yeah, she’s up at one of the smaller hospitals near the Hill, since 
they were only getting a bit of spillover from the major trauma 
centers. | have the address here, somewhere...” he dug out a piece 
of paper and handed it to me. 


“Thanks. Sorry to ditch you, but, uh, I’m still going to pack my things, 
because | don’t think Lisa will work with me anymore, and | wouldn’t 
ask you guys to pick sides.” 


“Slow down, Kasey,” Brian said. “I’m not going to stop you from 
moving your stuff, but if Lisa wants you off the team, one of you is 
going to have to tell us why. It’s our decision, all of us.” 


“Sure,” | said noncommittally, then added more sincerely, “Thanks.” 


| stood up, then paused when my eyes fell on his cast. | pulled out 
my phone and fired off a text. The reply came almost immediately. 


“Say, Brian,” | said slowly, “I met your sister. Are you willing to meet 
mine?” 


“Why?” he asked. 
“She’s a healer.” 
“Seriously?” 
“Seriously.” 


Brian hesitated. “Maybe once I’m out of here,” he said. “I already 
screwed up bringing Aisha here. | can deal with this for a few more 
days.” 


“If you’re sure.” 
“Yeah. No reason to make Lisa even more annoyed with us, right?” 


He meant it as a joke, but it just made me feel worse. 


Taylor looked like she’d been through hell. No wonder Mr. Hebert 
had freaked out; her face was more purple than not, and she had a 
massive plaster cast on her left arm. The sheepish smile she shot 
me when | found her room showed that she was missing a tooth. 


“Hi,” she said. 


“Hi,” | said as | pulled a couple chairs up to her bed. Taylor’s room 
was much smaller than Sophia’s had been; closer to a walk-in closet, 
really, with a curtain rather than a door, so Emily and | just about 
filled the space. Hopefully, that meant they weren’t expecting to keep 
her for very long. “God, | hate this.” 


“Hospitals?” 

“Having my friends in them.” 

“Ah.” 

“You got here Wednesday night?” | asked. 


“Thursday morning, but yeah. Sorry | didn’t call, but I... ‘lost’ my 
phone, and | don't actually remember your number.” 


“| remember mine and Emily’s, and that’s about it,” | admitted. 

“I’m glad you came,” Taylor said. “Dad was here yesterday, but | was 
kind of... out of it. Apparently, when they asked about my family, | 
started reciting the genealogy from East of Eden.” 

“You have that memorized?” | asked with a grin. 


“Literature nerd,” she said, grinning back. 


“Heh.” The gap in her smile caught my eye again, and my mood fell 
immediately. “Fuck. This is all my fault.” 


“It is not,” Taylor said. “How is this your fault?” 

“How is it not?” | covered my face with my hands, propping my 
elbows up on my knees. “Fuck. You think it’s just coincidence my 
friends keep ending up in the hospital?” 


“It can not be a coincidence and not be your fault. We live 
dangerously.” 


“You wouldn't, if not for...” | cut myself off before | said something 
incriminating, then turned to Emily. 


“Privacy?” she offered. 


“Privacy?” Taylor repeated. 


“Yeah. This is going to look a little weird, but we’ll be able to talk 
freely. Sound good?” 


“Sure.” 

Emily’s shield appeared on her arm, and with a crank, all sound in 
the hospital stopped. Colors fled from everything but ourselves and 
Taylor’s bed as the curtain behind us froze. 

Taylor’s eyes widened. “Did you just stop time?” 

“Yes,” Emily said matter-of-factly. 

“Fucking grab-bag capes,” Taylor said with a shake of her head. 
“Anyway,” | said, “We can talk freely, here, and... Emily?” 

“I can heal you, at least partially,” Emily said. “I can’t do it completely 
without raising questions, but | can speed things along, get you out 


of here faster.” 


“You can?” Taylor asked. “I mean, of course, yes, please. Thank 
you.” 


“It’s not a problem,” Emily said with a smile. She stood up and 
walked around to the other side of the bed, then raised her hands 
and held them over Taylor’s left side. They began to glow with a soft, 
white light. “I'll start with your ribs.” 

“Thank you. Really, | can’t thank you enough.” 


“Anyway,” | said, getting back on track. “I was the one who got you 
into the ‘dangerous shit’. Your dad was right to blame me.” 


“He blamed you?” Taylor asked. 


“Yeah. You were not kidding about his temper. He punched me in the 
face!” 


“My dad did that?” she asked, then shot me a flat look. “Are you 
making fun of me?” 


“No?” | said, confused. How would | be making fun of her? 

“You asked me if... nevermind. Why the hell would he punch you?” 
“He thought | recruited you into a gang.” 

Taylor snorted. “More the other way around, wasn’t it?” 

“How do you figure?” 

“| was very ‘yay villainy’, after... you know.” 

“Ah.” | cleared my throat nervously. “So was |, though.” 

“Yeah, but when it came time to make a decision, | didn’t stop to 
think about what you wanted. Sure, it happened to line up, but | 


didn’t care what you thought, so I’m not giving myself credit for that.” 


“| guess that’s one way to look at it,” | allowed. “Still, | was the one 
who introduced you guys at all.” 


“Did you really?” she asked. “We all sort of... collided, that night.” 


“Maybe, but would you have been out there, last night, if | hadn’t 
been there to push you into villainy?” 


“Last night wasn’t villainy,” she said, “not like the Bank. It was more 
like vigilantism, really. We were solving problems. If I’d been in the 
Wards, and been told to stay away... | probably would have gone 
rogue and done it anyway.” 


“Sophia would have said the same thing, you know,” | said. Taylor 
glared at me. “Just saying.” 


“Sure,” she said bitterly. “‘Just saying’.” 


| winced. “Sorry.” 


Neither of us spoke for a few moments. Only the soft humming of 
Emily’s healing hands held the supernatural silence at bay. 


“It’s different, though,” Taylor said. “Sophia would be out there 
because she enjoys the violence. I’d have been out there because 
I’d feel like | had to help.” 


“That’s fair.” 


“Then again, we both ended up in the hospital for the same damn 
reason, SO maybe you’re right after all.” 


“What happened?” | asked. “I got Brian’s story, but he’d lost track of 
the situation by the time you were injured.” 


She sighed. “Xerxes was giving Grue and Cricket a really bad time, 
but | could sense his soldiers walking in. He was sending them in as 
fast as he could, so it was really easy to follow the trail. | told one of 
Coil’s guys that | was going to handle it, and they gave me one of 
their radios. Then | headed out of the building and started sneaking 
towards Xerxes’ hiding spot. 


“| didn’t know how much control Xerxes had over his soldiers, or how 
much information they gave him, but | made sure to keep out of 
sight. It was slow going, and | had to constantly check the buildings 
around me to make sure | hadn’t missed anyone, but after about 
three blocks | finally found him. He was hiding in an old parking 
garage, ripping the concrete up for his minions. | didn’t have any 
really poisonous bugs nearby, though, so while | waited for them to 
move into position | hid myself in an adjacent building and unmuted 
the radio. 


“Grue had been trying to call me for a minute already. He told me 
that the Butcher had shown up, and that we needed to leave. | said 
I'd found Xerxes and only needed a bit of help to take him down. He 
told me that we were retreating, and | argued that | was already 


away from the fight. He kept arguing, and then cut off mid-sentence.” 
Taylor paused. “You talked to him, right? He’s okay?” 


“Yeah. He got away with only a broken ankle.” 


“That’s... good? | didn’t know what had happened. But | had Xerxes 
right there, and he didn’t know I'd found him. | waffled for a while, but 
eventually, | went in. You Know, Shadow Stalker style.” 


“Shadow Stalker style?” 
“Alone and without backup,” Emily said. 


Taylor let out a dry laugh. “Exactly. | sent in a massive swarm from 
the other direction to smoke him out. Sure enough, he ran out the 
door | wanted, and | hit him in the knee with a lead pipe. I'd just have 
used the bugs, but | didn’t want to kill him.” She paused. “Maybe | 
should have, though. 


“So, yeah, | hit him in the knee with the pipe, probably ruined his leg, 
and he went down screaming. Then | poured poisonous spiders on 
him, and told him to surrender or they’d start biting.” She sighed. “He 
stalled for a while until help showed up.” Taylor poked at the sling 
with her good arm. 


“Who?” | asked. 
“Pile.” 
“Shit.” 


Pile wasn’t a powerhouse as the Bay reckoned things, but she was 
still a heavy hitter. Her powers were somewhere between Lung and 
Crawler: she adapted to all damage she took, and got stronger and 
faster with each hit, but unlike Crawler, the ‘upgrades’ faded when 
she stopped fighting, the way Lung’s growth did. 


She had most of the disadvantages of both-needing to be hit before 
adapting, starting each fight fresh and needing to ramp up-but she 


was a terrible match-up for Skitter. After a few bites, her skin would 
be too tough to bite through and she’d be immune to venom anyway. 
She'd probably be able to adapt to having bugs sent into her eyes 
and mouth, as well. Not to mention that since she’d been involved in 
the fight back at ‘ground zero’, she’d have already been boosted. 


“How did you get away?” | asked. 

“Tran... well, | limped away. She was playing with me, dragging it 
out... then Uber hit her with a car. Repeatedly. They grabbed me and 
drove off, and | woke up in the hospital.” 

“In civilian clothes?” | asked 

“In my underwear,” Taylor grumbled. “I'll need to call Uber to get my 
costume back. Or what's left of it; I’m not sure what sort of shape it’s 
in now.” 


“That bad?” 


“| mean, it’s tough, but | definitely felt a few of the armor panels 
break, and | bled all over it.” 


“We can help clean it, at least,” Emily said. “And we can provide 
something tougher than the insect shells for armor, as well.” 


“That’s fine, | don’t need...” Taylor trailed off, then sighed. “Actually, | 
do need help. Obviously.” 


Emily chuckled. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. Speaking of help: 
if you want, you can come by our house once you’re out of the 
hospital, and I'll regrow your tooth.” 

“You can do that?” 


“Yeah. It will feel like growing a new tooth, though.” 


“lll manage,” Taylor said. “I really appreciate this. Say, Kasey, you 
heard my story. How did things go for you?” 


| sighed. “Almost as bad. We walked into a trap and nearly died. I...” 
| bit my lip. “I killed Vex and Hemorrhagia.” 


“Personally?” 


“Yeah. Hit Vex in the head too hard. Shot Hemorrhagia just because 
she was in the way.” 


When Taylor finally broke the silence, she just said, “It’s hard to 
imagine you killing someone.” 


“Well, | did. Two people. And... | don’t even feel bad about it.” | 
looked down at my lap, rubbing wetness out of the corner of my eye. 
“It’s... fuck, it’s the bank all over again. | Know | should feel bad, 
but... | don’t.” 


“Why should you feel bad?” she asked. 

| looked up in surprise. “What do you mean, ‘why should | feel bad?’ 
| killed people!” | paled slightly at the realization that I’d just shouted 
that at the top of my lungs, but we were still in timestop, thankfully. 
“They were trying to kill you back, right? You said you nearly died.” 
“Yeah, of course they were. They rigged up a trap that nearly killed 
everyone-it probably would have killed them, if | hadn’t been there to 
absorb the blast-and then showed up to finish us off.” 

“Then who cares?” she asked. “You were fighting for your life. They 
wanted to kill you. Don’t lose sleep because you got them before 
they got you.” Taylor paused, then asked, “Didn’t Lisa give you this 
speech already?” 


“Fuck,” | mumbled. “I already told Brian, but... Lisa’s not going to 
work with me anymore. | think I'll need to leave the team.” 


“Why?” Taylor demanded. 


“Because... | fucked up. She’s never going to talk to me again.” 


“So you overreacted and tried to quit the team?” 


“It's not an overreaction!” | snapped. “She straight-out told me that 
she never wants to see me again!” 


“Ever?” 
“Ever!” 


Emily chose that moment to stop healing and cleanse her gem, 
letting the silence claim the room completely. 


“You really think we'll have to leave the team?” Taylor asked. 
“Yeah, |I-wait, we? No, you don’t have to leave-” 
“You think I’m going to stay without you?” she asked. 


“Why wouldn't you? It’s not like they’d force you to stop talking to 
me. You work well with Brian-” 


“| turn to mush around Brian, you mean,” Taylor said. “I have a crush. 
That isn’t a reason to pick the team over my friend.” 


“It’s not an either-or,” | countered. 


“It is,” she insisted. “If they’re kicking you out, I’m leaving, too. What 
did Brian say?” 


| sighed. “He said that | wasn’t off the team unless the team wanted 
me gone.” 


“Well, there you go,” Taylor said. 


“There we go,” Emily agreed. “I’ve done as much healing as | can 
without making it obvious. You should be discharged in a day or 
two.” 


“Thank you.” 


“No,” Emily said, “thank you for talking some sense into my poor, 
panicking sister, who wasn't willing to come to me with her problems. 
Sorry, Kasey, | didn’t mean that,” she added as | turned away in 
shame. “It’s okay. | didn’t mean to pressure you.” 


“It’s fine,” | lied. “We'll talk...” 

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Don’t feel guilty, okay?” 

“I... yeah.” | frowned as | wiped my eyes again. “Sorry.” 

“You don’t need to apologize. Take as long as you need.” She fiddled 
with her shield a bit. “I’m the one who should be sorry. | didn’t mean 
to put that on you.” 

“No, no, it’s fine. Just me being me, | guess.” | checked my watch, 
then remembered that we were in timestop. “We should probably go 
back to normal time, unless there’s anything else?” 


Taylor shook her head. “I’ll be fine. More than fine, thanks to you. I'll 
call you when | get out.” 


“Great,” | said. “See you soon, then.” 
Emily cranked her shield, and time resumed. 
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Chapter 29: Downtime 


Unfortunately, we weren't able to leave the hospital without incident. 
Emily peeled off to talk to one of the doctors-probably about Taylor- 
so | headed out to the lobby to wait. 


| had a bad feeling tickling the back of my neck as | sat down in the 
lobby, and it was borne out when | saw a nurse point a cop my 
direction. Shit! What the hell had | done to attract attention? Had 
Taylor been unmasked somehow’? 


“Excuse me, ma’am,” the cop said. “Can | have a word?” He was 
young, clean-shaven, and lanky, although the fact that he was 
standing and | was sitting make him a /ot more intimidating. 


Plus, you know, cop. Cass had been at a massively increased risk of 
suffering police violence, and Kasey was a supervillain. Both 
identities were firmly on the side of Do Not Talk To Cops. 

“Is there a problem?” | asked cautiously. 

“No, no, just talking,” he said as he sat down next to me. | fought the 
urge to bolt, because that would give the game away. “I’m Officer 
Delaney. What’s your name?” 


No sense making a scene. Emily would be back soon, anyway. 
“Kasey.” 


“How are you doing, Kasey?” 


“lm fine?” 
“Not hurt?” he asked. 


“No?” | hated that every answer sounded more like a question than a 
statement. 


“Visiting?” 


“I, uh, don’t think | should be answering questions.” | knew | 
shouldn’t be answering questions, but | didn’t have a good way to 
disengage. “Am | in trouble, officer?” 


“What? No, not at all!” He seemed honestly flabbergasted that I’d 
even need to ask, which wasn't very convincing; there were very few 
situations that would lead to a cop approaching me that weren't 
some manner of trouble. 


“Well, uh, | think maybe | shouldn’t answer questions, even so.” 
“| see.” Delaney seemed disappointed. “Are you still in school?” 


“Tested out,” | said without thinking. Stupid. Well, not like it mattered; 
it was a matter of public record, and if the worst had already come to 
pass, | was screwed no matter what | did. And if not... if not, why 
was he here? Why had the BBPD approached me? If they thought 
they’d caught a supervillain, they wouldn’t have sent a single, rookie- 
looking cop. 


Unless he was stalling while the PRT surrounded the building and 
evacuated potential hostages. 


“You were visiting someone?” he asked. 
| clammed up. 


Delaney sighed. “You’re not in trouble,” he repeated, incorrectly. 
“Would it help if | answered your questions?” 


It was probably a trap, but curiosity got the better of me. “Why did 
you approach me?” 


“Ah, well...” he cringed slightly. “One of the nurses noticed the marks 
on your face.” 


“Marks?” | repeated. 
“Is there anyone making trouble for you?” he asked. 


| ignored him in favor of pulling a compact out of my purse and 
flicking it open. It wasn’t hard to see what he was talking about. Why 
the hell hadn’t anyone mentioned that? 


... oh, right, we were capes. Getting punched in the face was a 
normal day for us. No wonder Alec had been such a smart-ass about 
his black eye. 

“Ma’am?” 

“No, no trouble,” | said. 

“None at all?” 

“None.” 

“Listen, Kasey,” Delaney said as gently and soothingly as he could. 
“I’m just here out of concern for your health. Okay?” He smiled 
awkwardly. “You were here to visit your friend, right? A Miss... 
Herbert?” 

“Hebert,” | corrected automatically. Fuck! 

“Miss Hebert,” Delaney said, nodding. “How is she doing?” 


“| don’t think | should be answering questions.” 


He frowned. “I’m just concerned, Kasey. Okay?” 


“I’m not going to answer any more questions.” 
“Do you know how you got that bruise?” 
“I’m not going to answer any more questions.” 


“I’m here to help, okay? I’m not here to get anyone in trouble. I’m just 
concerned.” He reached out and put a hand on my shoulder in what 
was probably supposed to be a comforting gesture, but felt more like 
| was being detained. “Was that an accident?” 


“I’m not going to answer any more questions.” Give up already, 
please. 


Delaney sighed. “That’s fine,” he lied. “I just want to make sure 
you're okay.” 


It took a lot more than a few blows from an unpowered human to 
rattle me: something like, say, a hundred antipersonnel mines going 
off in my face, followed by a car crash at eighty miles per hour in the 
same night. Unfortunately, the unpowered human had managed to 
bruise me, and people could see that. 


“I'll be fine,” | said. “I’m just waiting for someone, that’s all.” 


To my intense discomfort, Delaney sat with me while | waited. He 
made small talk: innocent chatter about himself, mostly, trying to put 
me at ease. He’d been transferred to Brockton Bay from a tiny town 
in the northernmost part of the state less than a month ago; the gang 
war must have been one hell of a welcome to city life. | nodded 
politely, but Kept my mouth shut. No matter how well-meaning he 
might be, | had too much to hide. 


| practically flew off the bench the minute Emily reappeared, and 
didn't fully relax until the hospital was miles behind us. 


| didn’t want to head back to the loft, but | didn’t feel like staying 
home, either. A quick phone call gave me somewhere else to be. 


“You look like shit,” Sophia said as | walked in. She turned off the TV 
and set the remote on the tray attached to the bed. 


“| feel like shit,” | said, flopping down on her couch and closing my 
eyes against the world. 


“You get hit by a car or something?” 
“Nah. Blown up.” 
“| have no idea if you’re being serious or not.” 


“| absolutely did get blown up, and it has less than nothing to do with 
why | feel like shit.” 


“Are we talking ‘cape powers’ blown up, or ‘grenade’ blown up?” 
Sophia asked. 


“Does it matter?” 
“Humor me.” 


“Grenade.” That wasn’t quite accurate, but if the distinction was 
‘parahuman power’ versus ‘military equipment’, it was the right 
answer. 


Sophia said, “I figured you’d say ‘cape power’ and | could ask you 
which one.” 


“Tough.” 
“Teeth?” 


| opened my eyes and sat up just long enough to give her the stink- 
eye before lying back down on the couch. 


“All right,” Sophia said, “Out with it.” 

“What?” 

“Whatever it is you came here to say.” 

| groaned. “Do | have to have some ulterior motive to visit?” 


“Kasey. Real talk. You clearly, obviously, consistently have some sort 
of agenda.” 


| draped an arm across my face, nestling my nose in the crook of my 
elbow. “Fuck.” 


It hurt because she was right. 

“Were you trying to keep that a secret or something?” 

“lam clearly an utterly shit friend.” 

“Seriously?” Sophia asked, actually sounding angry for the first time 
since she’d been injured. “You hauled your ass all the way over here 
for a goddamn pity party on my couch? And the subject of that pity 
party is that you hauled your ass all the way over here for a 
goddamn pity party on my couch? You've got your head so far up 
your own ass it came out your mouth! What the fuck is wrong with 
you, and why am / the one who has to put up with it?” 

“Who else?” | grumbled. 

“Hebert?” 


| sighed and sat up like a normal, functional person. “She’s got her 
own problems.” 


“Everyone has their own problems,” Sophia shot back. “My life isn’t 
all fun and games just ’cause | get to lie around in bed all day.” 


That hurt, too. “Sorry.” 


| was not a good friend. Not to anyone, really, but especially not to 
Sophia. 


“You sigh a lot,” Sophia said, breaking me out of my brooding. 
“SO?” 


“Just sayin’,” she said. “What’s the federal fucking issue this week, 
Kasey?” 


| sighed again without really thinking about it. Sophia raised a hand 
at me as if to say ‘told you so’, which just made me sigh again before 
actually launching into my ‘federal fucking issue’. “I’m just... feeling 
like a fuck-up. Like | just make things worse everywhere | go.” | 
scooted over a bit so | could rest an elbow on the arm of the couch 
and perch my head on my hand. “Maybe | just wanted to be 
miserable with company.” 


“And?” she prompted. Of course. My ‘agenda’. 


“And... | needed to ask if you meant what you said. About being 
helped.” 


“Which part?” Sophia asked. She prodded her hospital gown. “You 
mean the ‘I hate needing help getting dressed’ thing, or needing to 
rely on people for shit, or what?” 


“No, | mean, | said... | asked a friend if she could help you, you 
know, recover. She said she could.” 


Sophia turned her head away from me, looking down the hallway out 
of the living room towards the kitchen. “I don’t want you to do that,” 
she said. “You shouldn’t have to do that. You think | don’t know how 
rare that sort of shit is?” She sighed and shook her head. “If the 
Protectorate could call up that kind of help, they would have.” 


“The price isn’t an issue,” | said. 


“Of course it’s a goddamn issue!” Sophia snapped. She met my eyes 
for a moment, then looked down at her lap again, poking at her 
blankets some more. “I don’t know what you’re planning, or how 
many favors you’re going to end up owing this ‘friend’, and | don’t 
want to know. | don’t want your help, Kasey.” 


Now it was my turn to look at my lap. “And that’s final?” 


“Yeah.” She grabbed the remote off the tray and turned it over in her 
hands, fiddling with it just for something to do. “I don’t even know 
why you’re so fucking torn up about this. It’s not like I’m going to 
ditch you because | can’t spar with you anymore.” Sophia chuckled. 
“I’m a captive audience, you know.” 


“That’s not funny.” 

“I’m allowed to laugh at my own fucking problems, Kasey. Maybe 
you should try it.” She kept fiddling with the TV remote for a bit. “Why 
aren’t you directing all this good-Samaritan shit at Taylor, instead? 
She’s ‘got her own problems’, right?” 

“What makes you think | didn’t?” 

“Did you?” 

“Yes!” 


“And?” 


“And it helped, | guess,” | muttered. “I hope. Sometimes it feels like 
everyone | try to help just ends up suffering more.” 


“And yet you keep trying to help,” she pointed out. 

“What else am | going to do?” | asked. “Give up? Admit that I’m a 
forever-fuck-up who can’t microwave popcorn without burning down 
a house?” 


“Did that happen?” 


“No! Of course not!” | snapped. “The fire didn’t spread!” 


She stared at me for a moment before we both began giggling 
uncontrollably. 


“You really had me going for a moment there,” Sophia said. 
“Yeah, | know.” | sighed. “I’m not that much of a fuck-up, though.” 
“Thank god.” 

“Thank god!” 

---X==X==X--- 


| woke up on Saturday to the sound of CNN’s national morning talk 

show talking up the Protectorate and PRT responses to the ‘crisis in 
Brockton’. Not that they’d done much other than sit back and let the 
criminal element sort itself out, to my detriment. 


What a fucking mess I'd made of things. I’d been manipulating Lisa 
from the beginning, and for all she’d talked about manipulation being 
‘just the way things were’ whenever there was an information 
imbalance, she'd certainly not taken the reveal of Emily’s 
involvement well. 


Speaking of Lisa, without her as my accomplice, | didn’t have much 
reason to leave Coil around. If she really never wanted to hear from 
me again, she’d likely flee the Bay the moment he kicked it, loot be 
damned. At least she’d have a chance at life somewhere else, | 
guess. 


Emily noticed my frown as | walked into the kitchen. “You okay?” 


“| guess.” | sighed. “Lisa never wants to see me again after the 
whole... thing.” 


“Was the timestop really that freaky for her?” 


“| don’t know. | have no idea what she saw that scared her so badly.” 
She nodded thoughtfully. “Are you still on the team?” 


“| don’t know.” | was saying that far too often. “I won’t be sure until 
there’s a team again. Half of us are injured.” 


“Ah.” She fidgeted with the peanut butter jar. “I didn’t want to 
intervene for anything less than immediately life-threatening danger.” 


“That’s probably a good call, if Tattletale is any indication.” | 
hesitated. “I’m sorry | didn’t talk to you.” 


“You don’t owe me anything,” she said. 


“Don’t |?” | asked. “I mean, | was all insistent about us actually acting 
like family, and then | went and...” | trailed off. 


“You acted like you would around family,” Emily said. “I’m not so 
unsocialized as to think family members share everything. Really, / 
was the one who spoke out of turn. | was trying to put Taylor at ease, 
and | didn’t think about how it might sound to you.” 

“Mmph,” | grunted. 

“Are you still upset?” 


“No. | get it. You didn’t want Taylor to feel like she was a charity 
case.” 


“| meant about Lisa, and the team,” Emily said. 
“Oh.” | frowned. “I don’t think ‘upset’ is the right word to use.” 
“Overreacting?” 


“’m not... fuck.” | slouched against the counter. “I can remember 
being like this, and then not being like this, and now I’m back to... to 


always catastrophizing, assuming people hate me, thinking that 
everything but the worst outcome is impossible.” 


She nodded sagely. “Drawbacks will do that.” 


“Fuck!” | grumbled. “I was thinking it was just being a teenager again, 
but that wouldn’t make it this bad, would it? What the hell was | 
thinking, pissing away a decade of work on my mental health for 
quick power? | want to punch myself for thinking that was a good 
idea.” 


Emily walked around to stand next to me. “It’s temporary,” she 
reminded me. “Want to talk about it?” 


“Not much more to say.” 
“Want to talk about Lisa, then?” 


“No,” | lied, then immediately started talking about it. “I feel like this is 
my fault. | don’t know what set her off, exactly, but if I'd been... | 
don’t know. More honest, or something...” | shrugged. “I don’t Know. 
I’m not sure what | could have done differently, but | can’t help but 
feel that I’ve gone about this all wrong.” 


“Wrong how?” 


“| don’t know!” | repeated. “She said... she asked me what | was 
doing here, when | have someone like you to save my ass when the 
going gets tough, and... | couldn’t answer. Why am | even here?” 


“You don’t remember why you wanted to come to Brockton Bay?” 
she asked. 


“No,” | said, “I remember exactly why | wanted to come to Brockton 
Bay. Lisa and Taylor, that’s why... and, if I’m honest, mostly Lisa. 
How the hell do | explain that to her, though?” 


“From the beginning,” Emily said gently, “if you really want to come 
clean with her.” 


“Is that an option?” 


“It's always an option. Sometimes it’s a bad option, but you got to 
know Lisa over the last few weeks. It’s your call.” 


“| think | missed my shot, anyway.” 
“You're doing it again,” she said, and | groaned. 
| am never taking a mental drawback ever again. 


The toaster oven dinged, and we went into the living room to eat, 
watching the talking heads wax lyrical about ‘law and order’. It wasn't 
particularly interesting. The city had been mostly quiet since 
Thursday; even the gangs were less active than normal after the 
beatings they'd taken. The Butcher’s death was front and center, of 
course, but no one was willing to speculate who was responsible. 
Mostly, the news was just background chatter for a bit of quiet 
togetherness. 


“How are you doing?” | asked once we'd finished our breakfast. 


“Personally? Pretty well.” She treated me to a smile. “It’s nice, having 
a sister.” 


“It is, isn’t it?” 


“Yeah. | never have siblings, and even when | have relatives I’ve 
never actually tried to connect with family, before. I’m grateful for the 
experience, | really am.” Her smile faltered. “On the other hand... | 
meant what | said about forming connections. It’s going to be hard, 
when this jump ends.” 


“Because we're not going to be sisters anymore?” 


“Because | keep myself apart for a reason,” she said. “I... I’m not 
going to be here forever. We're going to go our separate ways, 
sooner or later. I’m enjoying this jump, but when it ends... | think a 
clean break is best.” 


That... hurt. “So that’s it?” | asked. “Nice to be family, back to being 
acquaintances?” 


“It’s how | live.” She said it so casually, like it was just a fact of life. 


| suspected | knew the answer already, but | still had to ask. “You 
can’t go back without leaving the chain for good?” 


“We can Return to a universe we've visited before,” Homura said, 
“put it wouldn’t help. | can’t go back in time to before | was part of the 
‘chain without /eaving the ’chain.” 


“Oh.” 
She nodded sadly. “That’s why | can’t get attached.” 
“Because you won't be able to say goodbye?” 


“Yes.” Homura paused to collect her thoughts. “Il remember what you 
said. ‘People can gain and lose friends, fall in and out of love, 
whatever. People move away, or their interests change, and 
sometimes you find yourself saying goodbye and meaning it 
forever.”” She swallowed. “But what if | can’t? If | get close to you, 
and I’m not willing to say goodbye...” 


“Then I'd go with you.” 


“Don’t say that!” she scolded me, giving me a little shove with one 
hand. “You’d be giving up everything.” 


“If you needed me, | would,” | repeated. “But | don’t think it would 
come to that. You’re stronger than you think. You’re stronger than 
me, if even a tenth of what | ‘know’ about you is true. When the time 
comes, | don’t think you’ll need anyone.” 


A strange, unwelcome silence settled over the room for a moment. 
“You would?” she asked dubiously. 


“| would,” | agreed. 


“Idiot.” 


| just shook my head and wrapped an arm over her shoulder, and 
after a moment, she did the same. The morning news program gave 
way to a bunch of car commercials, and then to another news 
program with a different anchor. It was all noise, more of the same 
shit I'd gotten from PHO a few days earlier. | was relieved when CNN 
finally ran out of things to say about Brockton Bay and moved on to 
some political scandal in Indiana. 


My phone buzzed on the counter, and | grudgingly untangled myself 
from Emily and checked the message. “Huh. Message on the cape 
number.” | pulled the burner out and dialed in. 


The caller didn’t introduce himself. “Flux. | have a job that could use 
your touch.” He left a number and hung up. I’d never heard the voice 
before, but the contemptuous arrogance didn’t leave much doubt as 
to who it was. 


| fished a quarter out of my purse, sat back down next to Emily, and 
dialed the number. It rang three times, which was enough for me to 
start wondering what sort of greeting Coil would have on his 
answering machine. | didn’t get to find out because someone 
answered the phone. 


“Flux,” that same voice said. | flipped the coin. Heads we talk, tails | 
hang up. 


The coin came up heads. “Coil,” | said. “How did you get this 
number?” Emily looked at me, looked at the coin, and smirked in 
understanding. 

“You've been giving out cards.” Flip. Heads. 


“Not to you.” 


There was a long pause. “I asked Tattletale. Does that satisfy your 
curiosity?” 


“Good enough.” The fact that he’d given me an honest answer 
surprised me enough that | didn’t flip the coin. “You know I’m ona 
team now? | haven't done freelance work for months.” Or ever. 


“| was under the impression that you had parted ways with your 
team.” Flip. Heads. 


That was an interesting misunderstanding. “Tattletale tell you that, 
too?” 


“| have my sources.” Flip. Heads. 
“I’m sure you do.” 


“| hope it wasn’t a bad break, because you’d be working alongside 
some of them.” Flip. Heads. 


Interesting that he cared enough to override whatever Lisa might 
have told him. “Do they know you're hiring them, or are you working 
through a proxy?” 


“They'll know soon enough.” Flip. Heads. 

“All right. I’m listening. What’s the job, and how much?” 
“Five grand.” Flip. Heads. 

“That’s not much. | assume the job’s easy?” 


“Indeed. The media has not been kind to the heroes over the last 
week, given their failure to meaningfully contribute to the defense of 
the city. The Mayor’s decided to turn this quarter’s fundraiser into a 
celebration of the Protectorate, to try and make the public forget just 
how useless the heroes have been.” Of course that’s still going to 
happen. | waited for him to finish before | flipped the coin again. 
Heads. 


“The media seemed pretty supportive to me.” There’s no way he’s 
offering a paltry five fucking grand to attack the party. 


“The national media, yes. The local media had to live through their 
incompetence, and are significantly less forgiving. The Mayor and 
the Protectorate want their support back; | want you-and the 
Undersiders, and whoever else you convince to accompany you-to 
embarrass them, publicly, and make sure they are not forgiven.” 


| almost hung up before | remembered to flip the coin. Heads. “You 
want me and the Undersiders, half of whom are injured, to attack a 
public event dedicated to the Protectorate.” ‘You idiot’ went 
unspoken. 


“| didn’t say attack. This is why | decided | needed your... unique 
skills. | want you to attend. With the walking wounded, specifically.” 
Flip. Heads. 


“So you're offering five thousand dollars for the nice, simple job of 
literally turning ourselves in. That would embarrass them how?” 


“By showing the media-because that’s who the event is really for- 
exactly who fought the Teeth while the heroes hid away in their ivory 
tower, and how powerless they are to actually stop you from 
attending.” Flip. Heads. 


| had to admit, | liked it better than the original plan, but it was still 
completely insane. “You think that would work?” 


“| believe you are more than capable of walking in, thumbing your 
nose at the Director herself, and walking back out again. Just make 
sure to keep the party-goers in the line of fire.” Flip. Heads. 


“Ruthless. Well, | admit the job sounds fun, but there’s no way I’m 
taking that sort of risk for five grand.” 


“You have a price in mind?” Flip. Heads. 


“Five hundred.” | didn’t need the money, but gouging Coil was its 
own reward. 


There was a pause “Fifty.” Flip. Heads. 
“Four hundred.” 
“Two hundred.” Flip. Heads. 


“Two hundred for my attendance, and another two hundred for a 
successful humiliation.” 


“Fifty for attendance, plus up to three fifty for a truly impressive 
display, and my assistance in your... endeavor.” Flip. Heads. 


“Assistance, eh?” | asked. “I did some research on you, what little | 
could. You’ve done a very good job of hiding away, but that tells me 
something on it’s own.” He didn't interrupt. “I’ve got my theories. 
Maybe you’re a thinker. You know how this will go. Precog? Or 
maybe probability manipulation, long distance... a shaker effect? 
Goal-oriented?” 


“How did you come to this conclusion?” Flip. Heads 
“Process of elimination,” | lied. “You’re going to help?” 


There was another long pause. “What have you been doing?” he 
growled in exasperation. 


“Annoying you, apparently.” He didn’t dignify that with a response. 
“SO, do | have your assurance that this won't go pear-shaped the 
moment | waltz in the door?” 


“Yes.” It seemed my petty prank had bothered him more than I'd 
expected. “Is that enough?” 


“Peachy.” | hung up, then realized I'd forgotten something important. 
Fuck, | was planning to kill him today. 


S2oX SSK SSX. 


| went into the Warehouse looking for Dinah, and found her almost 
immediately. She was sitting on a bench in the town square, halfway 
through a massive doorstopper of a novel. “Hello, Kasey,” she said 
without looking up. “Three point zero one five percent chance you kill 
Coil this week.” 


“That low?” | asked. Even if | did decide to go along with his little 
stunt, | was under a time constraint. Dinah’s time constraint, 
specifically; she’d already been stuck in here for more than two 
weeks already. “Why?” 

“| don’t do why, Kasey,” Dinah scolded me. 


“Sorry. Coil was useful, but | wi// get it done. | don’t want to leave you 
trapped in here.” 


“I’m not trapped,” she said happily. “Il don’t want to leave.” 
“You don't?” 
“Not before Leviathan hits Brockton Bay.” 


“Of course that’s still going to happen,” | grumbled. “Wait, you can 
predict that?” 


“Once | knew what | was looking for.” 

| raised an eyebrow and took a second look at the book she was 
reading. | swear, if she’s reading Worm, | am going to have words 
with someone about age-appropriate reading material. My concern 
was for naught; it was The Complete Redwall, Volume 2. “How did 
you figure that out, exactly?” 

“| asked.” 

“Of course.” And here | thought parahumans couldn't do that. 


“Besides, there’s a seventy one point four four percent chance | can 
convince you to bring me with you,” she said with a grin. 


“Telling me that doesn’t change the odds?” 
“Nope.” She popped the ‘p’. 


“Probably because | don’t get to make that decision.” | sat down on 
the bench next to her, and she bookmarked her place and let the 
book rest on her lap. “You sure you know what you're getting into, 
trying to join up?” 


“Nope.” 

“And you still... that’s why you want to come, isn’t it.” 
“Yup.” 

“And your family?” 


“They know I’m okay. | get to talk to them twice a week. It’s a bit like 
being in Summer camp, except better, because I’m missing school 
and not kidnapped by a supervillain who wants to drug me and use 
me for my power.” 


“You seem very... chipper about that.” 


“Yeah.” She ran her hands over the book in her lap absentmindedly. 
“| spent weeks watching the numbers get higher and higher. Every 
time | thought about it, the numbers were worse, and that just made 
me more worried, so I'd think about it more, and the numbers would 
be worse... then, it was okay.” Her smile turned subdued. “Miss 
Diane did something to my memories, when she fixed my power, 
made them not so bad. | like her.” 


“That's good,” | said, then realized I’d gotten distracted. “You’re not 
going to be able to visit your family if you come with us,” | warned 
her. 

“Why not?” 


“We’re going a lot further away than just another dimension.” 


“Further?” she asked. | nodded. “Hmm... | can’t see the future if | go 
with you.” Her face fell. “Why couldn’t | visit?” 


“We... can’t come back, not easily. You can go home if you want, but 
other than that you’re along for the ride.” 


| wasn't clear on exactly what the rules for revisiting past worlds 
were. | hadn't thought to ask when I'd first signed up; the only thing 
that had mattered to me was that | didn’t have to worry about time 
passing without me if | decided to go home. | wasn’t sure if | 
expected to ever use the Go Home option; it wasn’t like there were 
risks that made it important to quit while | was ahead. 


Maybe that was what Homura was afraid of; not that she wouldn’t be 
willing to break the bonds she made here, but that she’d forget the 
ones she had tying her to her home. 


“So, if | stay away too long, I’ll never see them again?” Dinah asked, 
drawing me back to the present. 


“You'll return to the moment you left, so they’ll still be there,” | 
explained. “For them, no time will have passed at all.” 


“Like when someone goes faster than light?” 
“Who explained relativity to you?” | asked jokingly. 


“It was in a book | read!” she said defensively. “A boy went ona 
really long journey to another planet, and when he came back 
everyone was old!” Dinah paused for a moment. “Wait, that’s the 
opposite of what you said.” 


“So it is,” | agreed. 


Dinah made an extremely cute frowny-face at the fact that the 
Jumpchain ignored the laws of spacetime. It was easy enough to see 
how her thoughts lead to the next topic of discussion. “Jenn’s weird,” 


she said, apropos of nothing. “She looks my age but she’s, like, two 
hundred years old.” 


Two hundred, huh? “How'd you figure that out?” 


“| asked,” she said again, as if it was obvious. It probably was; | 
needed to start doing that. 


“So, who else have you met?” 


“Zero, obviously, because she was the one who rescued me. She’s 
scary, but not in a dangerous way. Well, not normally; she was really 
scary when she stopped those men. But mostly it’s like someone 
who has really terrible ideas and tries to convince you to join in. My 
cousin Allie does that a lot. She broke her arm jumping off a roof 
once.” 


| winced and chuckled at the same time. “Was she trying to fly?” 
She shook her head. “No, she was trying to jump into a pool and 
missed. Oh, | met Mordy! | like him too. He talks funny.” | didn’t 
recognize the name; in the month and a half between jumps, I'd only 


gotten to know only a dozen people on the team, if that. “And | know 
you! Zero said you were the one who sent her.” 


“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” | said. Dinah frowned at me. “What?” 
“You seem unhappy.” 

“’m not... | just don’t feel very deserving of thanks.” 
“Why?” 


“Because I’ve bumbled this. | didn’t have a plan. My ‘contribution’ 
was pointing the most violent person | Know at the problem and 


expecting it to be solved. Did you know | was the distraction for the 
kidnapping in the first place?” 


Dinah’s eyes went wide. “What? Really?” 


“Yeah. Coil paid me a ton of money to rob a bank so the heroes 
would be too busy to respond to your kidnapping.” 


She didn’t say anything for a while. “Did you know?” 


“Yeah. | mean, | wasn’t in on the plan, but | knew anyway. | sent 
Zero, right?” 


“Oh, yeah. Is that why you sent Zero? So you could get paid and still 
get me out?” 


“Well, | mean, | wasn’t in it for the money...” 


“Why, then?” she asked. “Why would you rob a bank if you didn’t 
want the money?” 


If I'd refused, the bank would have been robbed anyway, just with a 
lot more collateral damage. 


Because Coil had leverage over my friends. 


Those excuses ignored the simple fact that | could have solved both 
problems without committing any crimes at-... well, without 
committing any visible crimes. Coil didn’t have a Kill Order, so that 
would still have been murder. But he had it coming, and | could have 
prevented al/ of this-and solved a few more problems on the way-just 
by not being a selfish bitch. 


The only real answer was that I’d wanted to rob a bank. | didn’t want 
to say that out loud, no matter how true it was. No, | didn’t want to 
say that out loud because of how true it was. 


So | didn’t have anything to say at all. 


“| forgive you,” Dinah said. 
“Just like that?” 


“Yeah.” She reached out and put her hand on mine. “You're better 
than you think.” 


“Thanks,” | mumbled, then managed a smile that was barely forced. 
“Talk soon, okay?” 


“No rush!” she said with a grin, opening her book. | reached out and 
ruffled her hair, which she bore with good grace, then tried to teleport 
away for my dramatic exit. Nothing happened for a moment, and 
then- 


A rush of color, parting a sea of images into only one part, because 
the other is empty. One point four seven four one eight seven three 
times ten to the negative four hundred and thirty four percent chance 
| teleport to my destination. 


“Well,” | said. “That is interesting.” 
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| gave Max an earful for making me a power copier without telling 
me. In good humor, | mean; he was just as surprised as | was. | 
wasn’t sure how | was going to use it, but | was definitely going to 
use it. Obviously the first step was to test the hell out of it with 
everyone | could get my hands on, which was quite a lot of people, 
considering | was still in the Warehouse and companions came and 
left all the time. 


Like with Max’s teleport power, the powers | got were downgraded in 
some way, likely because-as far as Max could tell-Butchershard.exe 
actually was man-in-the-middle-attacking the shard connections, 
now. In the case of Dinah’s power, it took a few seconds of focus for 
me to get an answer, and the more | used the power, the longer it 
took. This was all fine, as far as | was concerned, because it meant | 


didn’t have to worry about thinker headaches. Sure, mana potions 
could probably get me through, but you know what was better than 
being addicted to magical stimulants? Not being addicted to magical 
stimulants. 


The actual power copying ability itself was extremely finicky. It was 
automatic, but the actual requirements varied from power to power. 
Skin contact was a minimum, but for some powers it needed to be 
my hands; it took a solid few seconds, except when it took longer; 
and it had to be firm contact, except when it didn’t. The main 
takeaways were that hands were faster, firmer contact was faster, 
and that either of us using powers that weren't ‘always on’ while in 
contact triggered it immediately. In general, tinker powers were the 
slowest to pick up, followed by trump and stranger, and the always- 
on powers were generally the ones that required me to use my 
hands. Lastly, powers faded over time-faster if | used them more. 
Another touch reset the ‘fade out’. 


| hadn’t encountered any powers that | picked up fast enough to do 
so accidentally, and could always speed things up by actively using 
my own powers during the process, so overall, it was an incredibly 
awesome upgrade that we’d stumbled into by complete accident. 


For now, | was using Dinah’s power as much as it would let me, 
taking notes on my laptop. Most of my questions were spent on the 
coming job. 


Seventy six point one five percent chance | successfully ‘attend’ the 
fundraiser if | use plan C-5. 


Seventy six point six four percent chance | successfully ‘attend’ the 
fundraiser if | use plan C-5a. 


Eighty three point eight two percent chance | successfully ‘attend’ 
the fundraiser if | just wing it. 


| never did manage to get a plan within five percent of ‘just wing it’. | 
was beginning to suspect that | sucked at planning. 


| spared a few for slightly more broad predictions, as well. 


Four point two one seven percent chance Coil does something that 
makes me want to kill him before the Fundraiser Job. 


That covered my bases for worrying about side effects of waiting the 
extra week. As for longer term plans... 


Sixty eight point seven nine percent chance that Brockton Bay 
suffers major water damage to more than half the city within the 
month. 


| see you, Leviathan. We'll be ready. 


Chapter 30: Friends 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan brings forth this chapter. 


Chapter 30: Friends 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux 

You are viewing: 

¢ Threads you have replied to 

e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 

¢ Ten posts per page 

¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 

¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 
¢ Private message from Faultline: 

Faultline: glad to see you alive 

Flux: Same. How’s Newter? 

Faultline: He’s healing like magic. Where do you get that stuff? 


Flux: Can't spread it around. Sorry. 


Faultline: No need to apologize. | understand. Some people don’t 
want the kind of attention that brings. Which is why | _really_ 
appreciate you being willing to share it at all. 

Flux: It was the least | could do. How’s your arm? 


Faultline: It’s bad. It doesn’t need amputation, but that’s the best | 
can say. Years of PT if | want to use it again. 


Flux: I’m sorry. 
Faultline: You apologize a lot 


Flux: Well what am | supposed to say? “That sucks?” It’s bad news, 
and I’m sorry to hear it. 


Faultline: It could be a lot worse. Circus is laid up in one of the 
unused rooms upstairs. She’s spitting mad. 


Flux: At us? 
Faultline: At the Teeth, dumbass. 


Flux: hey! >:( | got a whole ‘its all my fault’ speech from Tattletale, so 
that’s the sort of mood I’m in right now. 


Faultline: Shes not wrong... 
Flux: srsly? 


Faultline: | mean, she was the one who decided we ought to be 
tracking that stuff in the first place, right? 


Flux: | don’t think anyone protested BEFORE it turned out to be a 
trap! 


Flux: Sorry, nevermind. | don’t want to turn this into an argument. 


Faultline: Yeah, sorry. Subject dropped. 


Faultline *New Message”: You got time to stop by today? In 
costume, of course. 


Flux: Maybe... 


Faultline: | meant what | said. | owe you. Swing by when you're not 
busy? 


Flux: Sure 

Faultline: It doesn’t have to be today. 

Flux: I'll do that. Maybe today, maybe not. Soon, though! 
Faultline: Awesome. See you then. 

Flux: See you then, | guess. 


Faultline: |’ll look forward to it. 
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| ended up heading over to the Palanquin shortly after midnight on 
Sunday. | decided to go in my new costume, since | still hadn’t used 
it. 


| wasn’t sure how many people outside the Undersiders knew | could 
fly, so | dropped down in a hidden alley a couple blocks away and 
jogged the rest of the way there. The gang war was over, and the 
club was doing good business, with several dozen people lined up 
out the doors. | grinned and waved at the people standing in line as | 
approached, and several of them waved back. ! wonder how long 
this is going to take to show up on PHO. Too bad the burner phone | 
carried as a cape was about a decade too primitive to actually check. 


| did catch a couple people trying to take my picture without being 
noticed, so | did my best to smile directly at the cameras, just to 
mess with them. 


Trying to skip the line and failing would be extremely embarrassing, 
so | simply joined the line at the back like | had the first time | visited. 
It was kinda funny how hard everyone was trying not to stare at me 
while very obviously wanting to stare at me, and | did my best to own 
it, smiling at everyone | caught glancing at me. 


It turned out | could have skipped the line; | hadn’t been there for 
even a full minute before one of the bouncers pulled me out of line 
and led me through the doors. He pointed across the dance floor 
towards the stairs, and | headed across the floor. The bouncer there 
waved me upstairs immediately. 


The upstairs balcony was completely empty, and | stood around 
awkwardly for a moment before a door at the opposite end opened 
up to reveal Faultline. She wasn’t in costume, not really, just a set of 
dark gray sweats and the half-mask she’d worn to the meeting. Her 
left arm was in a sling under a pile of bandages. She waved me over 
with her good hand. 


“Good to see you!” she said once | was in earshot. We clasped 
hands, and she motioned me back into the hallway. The sound of the 
music dropped away to nearly nothing once the door closed; that 
was impressive soundproofing. 


She lead me down a few doors, into a room with a small meeting 
table surrounded by chairs. The rest of her team were all there: 
Newter, Gregor, Spitfire, and even Labyrinth. The four capes looked 
up when we walked in. 


“Let me introduce you,” Faultline said. “Flux, this is my team. You 
know Newter; this is Gregor, Spitfire, and Labyrinth. Guys, Flux.” 


“Nice to meet you,” | said, shaking each of their hands in turn before 
taking a seat between Faultline and Gregor. I’d seen Gregor before, 
at the meeting, though up close his abnormalities were harder to 
ignore. Spitfire was a girl about my height, wearing a red and black 
fireproof suit and gas mask that reminded me incongruously of the 
Pyro from Team Fortress 2. Labyrinth wasn't in costume, except for a 


full-face mask decorated with a maze-like pattern. “I’m surprised to 
see you, Labyrinth.” 


“I’m having a good day,” she said, then let loose an earthshaking 
yawn. 


“Sounds like your day is just about over,” Spitfire said as she stood 
up and helped her teammate to her feet. “Can | grab you a drink 
while I’m up, Flux?” 


“Water, please.” 
“It's on the house,” she said. 
| shrugged. “Water’s fine.” 


“All right, water it is.” She lead the younger girl past me, out of the 
room. 


“Of course you’d’ve heard about Labyrinth,” Faultline said, once the 
two were out of earshot. “Can’t keep any secrets in this town.” 


“If only that were true,” Gregor rumbled. He cleared his throat 
awkwardly. “Excuse me. | was merely thinking out loud. Thank you 
for helping my teammates, Flux.” 


“We looked after each other. Did Faultline tell you she saved me 
from being strangled to death?” 


“No. She did not.” He smiled, which was disconcerting, because | 
could see his tongue and skull through his skin if | looked. | smiled 
back and did my best to ignore it; Skitter had given me good practice 
at not acknowledging things that creeped me out. 


“Well, she pulled Hemorrhagia off me a couple seconds before | 
blacked out, so | owe her my life. How are you guys doing?” 


“Great, thanks to you,” Newter said. He was in miraculously good 
health, considering how he’d looked only seventy-two hours earlier. 


Unfortunately, his boyish good looks had suffered greatly: his face 
was scarred and puckered around the holes the mines had drilled in 
it. | assumed the eye-patch over his left eye wasn’t just for show, 
either. “Nice hair. You keep going?” 


“Going? Ah, thanks,” | added as Spitfire returned with my glass of 
water. She’d changed into casual clothing, a tee-shirt and 
sweatpants. The fact that she was still wearing her gas-mask 
brought to mind those post-apocalyptic pulp sci-fi covers. 


“In the raids,” Newter clarified. “We were out, but you seemed a- 
Okay.” 


“Oh. No, | was in no shape. | couldn’t use my powers at all fora 
whole day.” 


“You managed to run out of brute?” Spitfire asked. 


“Technically, I’m a breaker. | can become unstoppable, but it’s an 
active effect, and | can overdo it.” 


“Ah 2 
“How’s the rest of your team?” Faultline asked. 


“Roughed up. Half of us are out for the immediate future. Broken 
bones, mostly.” 


“Damn. | suppose it’s too much to hope that Tattletale broke her 
jaw?” 


| rolled my head in a way that conveyed an eyeroll despite my 
Opaque goggles. “How about you guys?” | looked at Gregor and 
Spitfire. “You two keep fighting?” 


“We did,” Gregor said. 


“Every group had some members on the sidelines by the end,” 
Spitfire added. “We could only field two teams on the last night.” 


“That was enough, however,” Gregor added. “The Teeth were routed. 
The heroes should handle things from there.” 


“So the alliance is over, then?” 


“Seems so,” Faultline confirmed. “We’re more or less out of targets 
at this point. Now that they’re between Butchers again, the Teeth 
can’t take the straight-up fights they were relying on, and they’ve 
folded. They’ll probably head back to Boston and lick their wounds.” 


“It will not last,” Gregor said. “They will likely return when the next 
Butcher emerges.” 


“It's only a matter of time before the Empire and ABB go back to 
fighting, as well,” Spitfire added. “They’re still recovering from the 
fighting, but that won’t last forever.” 


Claiming the Butcher wouldn’t return would have raised questions, 
so | simply said, “Hmm.” Inevitability rearing its ugly head had 
brought down the mood, so | tried to find a different topic. “Circus still 
here?” 


“Yeah,” Faultline said. “She’s been calling around, trying to find a 
reputable black-market prosthetics tinker.” 


“Unfortunately, ‘reputable’ and ‘black market’ don’t overlap much,” 
Newter added. 


“That sucks.” | sighed and took a long drink of water, focusing on the 
sensation of cold. “I really feel like shit about how that all went. | 
know it wasn’t my fault, but | still feel awful.” 


“Because you were unhurt, perhaps,” Gregor said. “Sometimes, the 
people who survive, they feel guilt for not sharing the fate of the less 
fortunate.” 


“Maybe.” | thought it was more to do with the fact that | had access 
to resources that could reverse some or all of the damage done, if | 


was willing to reveal them-but it wasn’t my place to offer. They 
weren't my resources, and I'd already abused both Jenn and Emily’s 
generosity. 


“How close are you with your team?” Faultline asked. 
“Varies by member. Why?” 
“She’s trying to poach you,” Newter said. 


“lam not.” She glared at Newter before turning back to me. “I was 
just curious how you ended up with them. You showed up in 
February, kept a low profile for a couple months, then went straight 
to bank robbery in broad daylight. | figured there was a story behind 
that.” 


“It’s not just my story to tell.” 


Faultline accepted my evasion with good grace. “Of course, of 
course. | don’t mean to pry.” 


“Anything you can tell us?” Newter asked. 


“Not really. The only thing | can really talk about is the bank, and 
there’s not much to tell the news didn’t cover. You probably have 
better stories.” 


“Oh, do | ever!” That was all the excuse he needed to start a long- 
winded story about brawling with the Pennsylvania Protectorate. 
Newter was a great storyteller; he had the voice and presence for it, 
plus material that would have been hard to make boring. He was just 
beginning to describe their eventual escape when Spitfire cleared 
her throat. 


“I’m probably going to head to bed soon,” she said. “So...” she 
looked at Faultline. 


“Right. Flux, l-we-owe you. You went above and beyond to get 
everyone out of that mess. | saw you foul Butcher’s aim after the 


wreck, when you could have run. Most people would have run, but 
you saved us again by putting yourself in harm’s way. You'll always 
be welcome here. The staff Knows to let you in, but | want you to 
have this.” She pulled something out of her pocket and slid it across 
the table to me: a plain metal key. “That’s for the back rooms and the 
staff entrance. You have full access whenever you need it. That said, 
we don't always stay in costume back here, so...” she pulled off her 
mask and set it on the table. “Melanie.” 


“Emily,” Spitfire said, pulling off her own mask. 

Wow. The proverbial key to the city. “I-thank you. |...” Words failed 
me. | tried to take my goggles off, got them caught on my hairpiece, 
then gave it up for a bad job and pulled my entire mask off. “Kasey.” 


“Newter.” He pinched his cheek, then shrugged theatrically. “Still 
doesn’t come off.” 


“As if you’d want to give up those looks,” | joked. 

He laughed. “Told’ya, man,” he said to Gregor. “Chicks dig scars.” 
The key to the Palanquin joined the Undersider’s hideout and my 
personal lair key on my Scout-tools keychain, which vanished back 
into potentiality-space once | stuck it back in my pocket. | wiped a 
spot of wetness from my eyes. “This is... wow. Not what | was 
expecting.” 

“Oh, we'll still throw you a party,” Melanie said. “But after | lost count 
of the number of times you saved me and mine in one night, this 
seemed more appropriate. If you ever need a room, you've got it.” 
“Honorary membership!” Newter added. 


“So much for not running a temp agency,” | quipped as | wiped my 
eyes again. 


It took her a moment to get it. 


=-=XSSXKS=X === 


My burner phone rang Sunday morning, only a few hours after | got 
back from the Palanquin. Since I'd left it in my costume’s pocket, | 
might have missed it if | hadn't still been in my room getting dressed 
for the day when the box in my closet started buzzing. | scrambled to 
dig it out of my jacket before whoever was calling me hung up. 


“Hello?” 

“Hey, Kasey? It’s Brian,” Brian said. “Il, uh, need a favor.” 
“Sure. What do you need?” 

“| need some help around the house. My house, not the loft.” 


That was a strange request, given that | knew next to nothing about 
Brian’s life beyond the team. Well, supposedly. “Yeah?” | asked. 


“Yeah. I’m trying to get shit ready for... it's not important. The point is 
| have things | need to do and my ankle’s still broken, and | don’t 
know who else to ask.” 


| paused and wracked my brain to try and remember the details. This 
was... around the time Taylor and Brian end up assembling furniture 
in his apartment? | guess Taylor’s broken arm meant she couldn't 
help. 


It was still kinda weird that he was asking me, though. | didn’t have 
anything better to do, and | didn’t mind at all, but there was still... 
something odd. 


Maybe it was just that we hadn’t talked much. I'd offered this sort of 
help to Rachel, after all, and I’d have dropped everything to help 
Taylor if | thought | could actually improve the situation there. It 
probably just felt weird because, out of all the Undersiders, Brian 
was the only one | hadn’t connected with enough to make this sort of 


request feel appropriate, and not a weird trespass of boundaries 
between distant coworkers. 


“Sure,” | said. “No problem. You need me to pick you up?” 
“Do you have a license?” 


“Obviously?” Not ‘Can you drive?’, but ‘Do you have a license?’ That 
was a weird question to ask. 


“Great. | need to move a bunch of boxes back to my flat. Pull up at 
the end of the block and text me? I'll get Alec to drag me out to the 
curb.” 


“Sure, | can do that.” | checked my watch. “See you around ten? It’s 
about a forty minute drive.” 


“Great, thanks. | owe you.” 

“No problem. Bye~!” 

“Bye.” 

| hung up, finished putting my socks on, and headed downstairs. 
“Skipping breakfast today,” | called to Emily, who was currently 
grilling up waffles. (I clearly wasn’t using my Munchkin perk to its 
fullest, because she’d had to point out that the fridge’s ‘any food, but 


it’s cold’ restriction could be easily solved by ordering batter instead 
of cooked waffles.) 


“Where are you off to?” she asked. 
“Helping Brian assemble furniture,” | said, then added, “I think?” 
“Remind him that he needs to set aside ways for Aisha to decorate.” 


“What?” 


“When the social worker comes, she criticizes him for making the 
entire space ‘his’ and not leaving room for Aisha to leave her mark,” 
Emily explained. “Hold on, let me see if | can remember the quote...” 
She proceeded to rattle off several paragraphs of dialogue that | 
wasn’t going to be able to remember well enough to justify the effort. 


“Perfect memory perk?” | asked. 
“Yeah. Do you have one yet?” 


“No, just a ‘memories never fade with time or new experiences’ one. 


“That’s a good way to start,” she said. “Perfect memory can be a bit 
jarring.” 


| didn’t want to ask what she considered ‘a bit jarring’. “Well, thanks 
for the refresher. Oh, are you still willing to heal Brian?” 


“Sure, no problem. Anything you need me for, I’m here.” 
“Thanks.” 

“See you tonight.” 

“Drive safe!” 

oe ey ee 


I'd been tempted to take the mind-whammy car, since | hadn’t seen 
anyone get hit by that for a while, but decided that would be mean. 
I'd taken a mundanely nice convertible, instead. Brian wasn't 
impressed when he finally managed to hobble down the block, 
though. “There’s no room for my crutches.” 


“Let me worry about that.” | reached over and opened the door, and 
he climbed into the passenger seat. Then | took the crutches, rolled 
them up into tight little lumps the size of tennis balls, and dropped 
them in the cup-holders. “See? Zero problems.” 


“You know, if they spring back into shape, they’re going to hurt one 
or both of us,” he said. 


“Relax. My power doesn’t even start to wear off until things get a 
certain distance from me.” | reached over and prodded the center 
console. “What’s the address?” 


Brian rattled off a number and street, and | started the automated 
guidance and pulled back out into the absence of traffic. The area 
around the loft was as empty as ever, of course, and we drove in 
silence while | gave him a chance to decide to start talking. | needed 
a segue into his life before | could pass along the advice Emily had 
pointed out. 


After a few minutes, | decided I’d have to be the one to start. “So, 
how much do you feel comfortable sharing?” | asked. 


“What do you mean?” 


“About your errands, today. What you need, why you need it, all that 
stuff.” 


“Ah.” | watched him consider the question out of the corner of my 
eye as | drove. “You met my sister.” 


“Yeah. Real hellion.” 

“You could already tell, huh?” 

“She doesn't exactly try to hide it.” 

“No, she doesn't,” he agreed. 

| nodded, not taking my eyes off the road as | merged onto the 
highway. “She’s part of these errands?” | asked, speaking up slightly 


as the wind rushed by. 


“How much do you know?” he asked. 


“What do you mean?” 


“| mean ‘how much do you know?” he repeated. “Lisa was 
convinced you already knew us, somehow, when you joined. Like 
some sort of weird master-thinker power that made you already 
friends with us from your perspective, or something. Between that 
and whatever Lisa’s already told you about me, I’m wondering how 
much more | need to say.” 


“Uh, is it weird if | say, ‘not much’?” 


“Yeah, but honestly, I’ve lived with Lisa for way too long to let that 
bother me.” 


| laughed, and a glance at Brian showed him grinning at me as well. 
“That makes things easy then. | was mostly asking because | didn't 
want to talk about anything you didn’t want me to know.” 


“You know it anyway, though,” he pointed out. 


“Yeah, but... shit, is that dishonest? | didn’t want to freak you out, so 
| thought | was being considerate, but it’s maybe kinda scummy?” 


“It’s not your fault you Know what you know,” he said. “Err, is it?” 


“I’m really not sure how to assign ‘fault’ in things like this. | didn’t go 
out of my way to dig into your private lives, if that matters.” 


“It does, actually.” 

“Cool.” God, | sounded awkward. 

“That's one of the reasons we haven't really talked,” he admitted. “| 
was worried about how much you knew, or would learn, or... 


whatever. If Lisa and Alec have family, they’ve never mentioned 
them, and | know Rachel’s alone...” 


“And you didn’t trust me.” 


“| didn’t Know you,” he said. “I trust you now, obviously, since I’m 
having you drive me home to the one place | have to be sure isn’t 
going to get mixed up in... you know. Shit.” 


“Yeah. I’m not offended or anything. Friends are just strangers 
you've already met.” 


“| don’t think that’s how that quote goes.” 


“You know what | mean.” | raked a hand through my hair, then 
grumbled when it was immediately blown every which way again. “1 
didn’t really reach out to you, either. | wasn’t sure how much | could 
really... you know, reach.” 


“What do you mean?” 


| shrugged. “I wasn’t sure how much you actually wanted to socialize 
with me.” 


“Do | really seem that standoffish?” he asked. 


| glanced over at him again and snorted when | saw that he looked 
worried. “I mean, | hang out with Alec a lot, sooo...” 


“Ah, yeah.” He chuckled self-consciously. “I guess | can come off as 
pretty harsh if you’re not used to that sort of thing.” 


“Well, we’re friends now, right? Unless you want to be coworkers, or 
my boss, or something.” 


“No, | like ‘friends’.” 


“Great.” | glanced down at the navigation screen, then shifted one 
lane right when | saw our exit was coming up soon. “So, | know | you 
said it doesn’t bother you, but are you sure you wouldn’t rather 
exposition me a bit? Just for the, uh, normalcy?” 


“Couldn't hurt, | guess. You know Aisha’s my sister. Our parents 
aren’t the sort of people who should raise kids. My mom’s a habitual 


druggie, no restraint, no self-control. My dad’s too far the other way, 
a real hard-ass. When they split, Mom got custody of Aisha for a 
while, until... until she didn't.” 


“| see,” | said, because | knew he was getting lost in thought. “She 
went to your dad, then?” 


“Yeah. You've met her; how well do you think she got along with a 
hard-ass military-discipline parent?” 


“Not well.” 


“Exactly. Dad’s better than my mom, by a long shot, but... she runs 
away a lot, skips school, gets into trouble.” Brian’s frown had turned 
into a scowl. “He doesn’t know what to do with her, and eventually he 
stopped trying. So I’m trying to get custody of her, now.” 


“That’s not an easy task.” | changed lanes again and took the exit 
ramp, cruising down the city streets. “The errands we’re doing are 
related to that, then.” 


“Yeah. I’m setting up an apartment for us. | need to get furniture set 
up and assembled, make sure it’s ready when the case worker 
comes by to inspect the place.” 


“It’s in a good part of town.” 


“Yeah. Expensive.” We were stopped at a light, so | turned to actually 
look at him. He wasn’t facing me, anymore, looking out at the 
businesses lining the streets, face impassive. 


Expensive. The sort of thing that he couldn't afford without a little 
‘extra help’. 


We drove the last couple miles in silence. 


We didn’t head straight to the apartment building. Brian had ordered 
a load of furniture he’d been planning to pick up himself, but his 
injury had ruined that plan. | left him in the car while | went into the 
furniture store and checked out his order with the confirmation 
number he gave me, then helped one of the employees load the 
boxes into the trunk. Fortunately, even a sporty convertible like this 
one had trunk space in abundance, so | didn’t need to surreptitiously 
squish the heavy cardboard boxes down to fit. 


That would probably make Brian happy; no matter how many times | 
insisted it was perfectly safe, | don’t think he’d ever fully trust my 
matter compression power. | caught him sneaking cautious glances 
at the crumpled crutches whenever | wasn’t in view. 


After that, it was only a mile and a half to Brian’s apartment building, 
which was definitely expensive. Aside from just being in a better area 
than most, it was a new, ultra-modern steel-glass building, a recent 
construction that stuck out like a sore thumb amid the various 
renovated townhouses and condominiums. The renters were 
apparently well off, too: my car wasn’t even halfway to being the 
nicest one in the lot. 


| snapped the crutches back into shape with a flick of my wrist before 
helping Brian out of the car, then pulled my keys out of my pocket 
and popped the trunk. “Say, Brian, you mind if | try something?” 

“Is it going to be weird?” he asked. 


| would have been offended if the answer wasn’t, “Yeah, probably. 
It'll make getting around easier, though.” 


“Sure, okay, | guess.” 


“Great. Tell me if this feels uncomfortable.” | reached out and rested 
my hand on his shoulder, then slowly decreased his gravity. He 
stopped me at around seventy percent. 


“Whoa. That feels weird.” He bounced a little on the ball of his good 
foot. “Did you turn down gravity?” 


“Yeah. You okay?” 
“| think so.” 


| left him to get used to it while | covertly slipped the boxes out of the 
trunk and into my pockets. “Ready to go?” | asked. 


“What about the furniture?” he asked, and scowled when | patted my 
jacket pockets. 


The doors were glass, and unlocked, so all | had to do was push 
them open and hold them while Brian limped into the building. “What 
floor?” | asked. 

“Fourth.” 

| called the elevator, then pressed the fourth-floor button while Brian 
leaned against the handrail. “Is that helping at all, or should | turn it 
off?” 

“| don’t know. I'll probably get used to it right when it wears off.” 
“oOOe. 


“Leave it,” he said. “Turning it off now is just going to be even more 
confusing.” 


“Sorry.” 
“It’s...” Brian trailed off, then said, “You were trying to help.” 


“Trying,” | repeated. “Ugh. This is every interaction | have! Try to 
help, end up freaking people out or making them uncomfortable.” 


“No, I’m not unhappy with you or anything!” he said. “Look | do the 
same thing, sometimes. | forget how disorienting my... stuff is for 


everyone else.” The elevator dinged, and | followed him down the 
hall. “This is actually easier, now that I’ve adjusted to it.” 


“... good.” | wasn’t sure he was telling the truth, but I’d take the 
comment at face value for my own peace of mind. 


Brian stopped in front of a door, and started digging through his 
pockets with one hand while balancing on the other crutch. He found 
the key, then paused and bounced it in his palm for a moment, 
watching it fall slightly too slowly on the down-stroke. “This’ll be 
easier for you to open, probably,” he said, tossing the slightly-low- 
gravity key to me. 


“It still works the same,” | protested. 
“I’m using crutches,” he said dryly. 


“Oh, of course.” | opened the door and stepped into the apartment so 
| could better hold it open for him. The space was fall, a double- 
height sort of setup with a staircase going up to a loft-space over the 
back rooms. Brian paused to take off his shoe before heading 
straight for the plain, tan corduroy couch, dropping into it in a weirdly 
slow fashion. | closed the door, then popped the furniture boxes out 
of my pockets and set them down where anyone entering the room 
was unlikely to trip over them. Hopefully. 


He looked over at where | was still awkwardly hovering by the door 
and waved me over with a smile. “You can sit down, Kasey. Relax.” 


“Thanks.” | hung my jacket on the peg and took my own shoes off- 
not that | let any dirt stick to them anyway-then headed over to the 
matching armchair facing the couch. It was really quite comfortable, 
big, overstuffed cushions welcoming my lazy ass to the fold. 


“You want anything to drink?” he asked. “I can’t really grab you a 
drink, but you’re welcome to the fridge.” 


“I’m fine. Do you want me to grab you something before | start 
assembling furniture?” 


“You don't have to do that,” he said. “I just wanted to make sure | 
actually had the furniture at all. Not having it assembled isn’t the best 
look, | know, but they'll understand.” He pointed to the cast on his 
leg. 


“You have an explanation for that?” 


“| slipped on a wet spot while walking down the stairs. Got the 
medical paperwork fixed up and everything.” 


“Cool.” | looked over at the furniture boxes. “I don’t mind spending 
some time helping out. I’d just be spinning my wheels at home, being 
anxious about shit | can’t fix.” He didn’t look convinced, so | added, 
“If this is a gender roles thing, I’m going to have to remind you that | 
can literally juggle cars, So powers have pretty much thrown societal 
norms on strength and shit out the window.” 


That got a chuckle out of him. “If you really don’t mind, | won’t say 
no.” 


Not only did | not mind assembling furniture, | had a power that was 
exceptionally good at it. | started with a set of shelves. Yet another 
silly application of my power: removing static cling so the packing 
peanuts stayed in their box. | spread the parts out over the small rug 
in the entryway while | tried to decipher the rather unhelpful 
assembly instructions. Brian got up and hobbled over to the 
bookshelves on one side of the living room with one crutch, then 
returned to the couch to read. 


| was wasting a perfectly good opportunity to actually get to know my 
teammate. “What do you do for fun?” 


“Normal stuff, | guess?” he responded. “I go to movies, read books. | 
work out a lot. Have to keep in shape. You go to the gym?” 


“Sometimes. Not to work out; I’ve been using the pool to try to get 
over my phobia.” 


These shelves would have been a pain in the ass to assemble 
without my power; definitely not a one-person job if that person 
couldn’t cheat. The whole thing was held together by its own weight 
and friction on the joints, but it wasn’t held together unless it was 
already together. | locked the joints in place by making the pegs 
adhesive with my power, and slowly but surely pieced the various 
bits together. 


“You're afraid of swimming?” he asked. 
“You ever wonder how | triggered?” 
“Oh, sorry.” 


“No, it’s fine. | brought it up.” | looked at the diagram again, then tried 
a different piece in the joint | was looking at. It didn’t fit either. “My 
whole town was washed away in a flood. My trigger let me survive 
being dragged a mile downstream in raging waters.” 


“Christ. That would give anyone a phobia.” 


“Yeah.” There was an awkward pause as Brian waited for me to ask 
about his trigger, but | didn’t want to Keep dragging the mood down. 
“What do you like to read?” 


“Read?” he asked. “Uh, thrillers, | guess-Stephen King, Clancy, 
Crichton, that kind of thing-but, most of the books | read are... what’s 
the word?” He paused for a moment. “I pick them up to look smarter 
and then end up enjoying them anyway.” 


“Well, if you’re having fun, who cares?” | asked. He shrugged. “So 
what’s a normal day look like for you?" 


“| wake up early, hit the gym, then do online classes. If we’ve got a 
job coming up, or recently finished, | stop by the shop and make sure 


our shit’s in order. | have a... a ‘job’ that | go to for a couple hours a 
day-that’s where | get a lot of my reading done-and then | have to 
take care of stuff around here, you Know, groceries and cleaning and 
all that. | fill in the spare time with TV, or a movie, or picking up after 
Alec.” 


“It’s too bad you can’t use him as a reference,” | joked. 

“For what?” 

“Your ability to look after troubled children.” 

He snorted. “I thought you two were getting along.” 

“He can take a joke.” 

The conversation dried up after that. Brian didn’t ask me about my 
hobbies, and to be honest | wasn’t really sure what I’d have said if he 


had. Most of my dead time was spent in the Warehouse, doing one 
thing or another. 


| hadn’t started the combat sims again since I’d shot Hemorrhagia, 
for what | thought were obvious reasons. Like I'd told Taylor, | was 
more bothered by not being bothered than | was about the actual 
‘incident’ itself. 


The murder. Than | was about the murder. Of the person I'd 
murdered. At least Vex had been somewhat accidental. 


| needed a new subject to think about. 


“SO,” | said as | bent a wooden plank like rubber to get at a piece I'd 
installed in the wrong order, “I said | didn’t want to talk about things 
you didn’t want me to know.” 


“Yeah?” 


| glanced up from my work to see Brian peering at me over the top of 
his book. “I actually had something specific in mind, when | said that. 


If you’re, you know, cool with that.” 


He drew his lips into a thin line as he considered the offer. “I might 
regret it, but I’m too curious to say no. What’ve you got for me?” 


“| Know some things about the social worker who’s going to be 
coming by.” 


Brian hummed in thought, then said, “I don’t know why, but that feels 
weirder than you knowing my personal life story.” 


“That's kinda weird, too.” 


“Yeah, | guess it is.” He shrugged. “I'll take all the advice | can get, 
though. What do you know?” 


“She’s concerned that Aisha won’t stay with you even if you get 
custody,” | said. The piece | was working with was being particularly 
difficult, so | adhered the entire shelf to the floor for leverage while | 
fit it into place. “One of the things she’s looking for is making sure 
you're going to be giving her-Aisha, | mean-some sort of control over 
your shared apartment. Letting her pick out furniture, decorations, 
that sort of thing. Make her feel like it’s your home and not just your 
home.” | thought about what I’d just said and snorted in amusement. 
“That sentence would have worked a lot better if | had a singular 
form of ‘you’ to work with.” 


“Hmm.” Brian frowned as he looked around the apartment. “I’m not 
really sure how I'd do that. It’s not like | can sit her down and go over 
a furniture catalogue with her.” 

“You tried?” 


“You met her, Kasey. How well do you think that would go?” 


| thought about it for a moment. “Depends on the catalogue, | guess. 
If you found something she liked...” 


Brian shook his head. “She'd try to choose something neon orange 
and sparkly just to annoy me.” 


“Why not let her?” | asked. “I mean, she has to live with it too, right? 
Stuff it in her room and make it her problem.” 


“Or, she’d choose all the most expensive shit just to be a bother.” 


“Then give her a budget. She gets... | dunno, | haven't actually had 
to furnish a house, whatever’s reasonable for what you’re already 
spent. If she blows it all on one horribly expensive item, that just 
means you get to control the rest of the stuff, right?” | took a look at 
the items in the apartment, rather than the apartment itself; the 
books, the small potted plant, the decorative bowls and pictures. “But 
it’s not just furniture. It’s... leaving space blank. Bare surfaces, empty 
shelves, places she can put posters and stuff.” 


“I need it to look like a home,” he said. “You know, somewhere 
someone lives.” 


“Yeah, but you don’t want it to look... occupied? You know, like it’s 
‘taken’, or ‘full’, or whatever.” Brian was scowling at nothing, so | 
moved on. “I’m just saying, that’s something she’s going to be 
looking for. If you really want to make a good impression, you'll need 
to figure out a way to handle it.” 


“lll think about it,” he grumbled. 


“Thanks. Well, maybe not ‘thanks’ because it’s not actually me you 
need to accommodate here... I'll just shut up and finish assembling 
this thing.” 


| did just that: after fitting the last piece into place, | slowly eased up 
the flexibility as | watched the materials for signs of stress. Once 
everything was rigid again, | removed the adhesion and grinned as 
the entire structure failed to budge. “Got it. Where should | put this?” 


“Just leave it by the wall. I'll find a spot for it later.” 


Kay.” 


| moved the unit next to the wall where it would be out of the way 
and opened up the next box: a kitchen table. My first step was to lay 
the various pieces out and made sure the box had everything. Two 
halves of a large, solid tabletop, four legs, eleven nuts and bolts. 
Easy. 


“If it's the bed-” 

“Then | can fold it in half and fit it through the doorway just fine,” | 
reminded him. “It’s the table, anyway.” The two halves of the table 
surface were connected by three bolts. According to the diagram, 


you could buy inserts that fit between the two pieces to make the 
table longer. “Did you buy any of the expander things for it?” 


“No, it’s large enough as it is.” 
“True enough.” | put the two halves together and got to work. 
“| have a wrench-” 


“lam awrench,” | stated proudly as | tightened the first bolt into 
place with my bare hands. 


“A wrench wench?” 
“| will smack you.” 


“| retract everything. The last time you smacked someone, she went 
through a wall.” 


“That was mostly her fault!” I’d only changed Glory Girl’s direction 
slightly. 


“Sure,” he drawled. | considered throwing some of the packing 
peanuts at him; | could make them just dense enough that they’d 
make half-decent missiles. 


No, bad Kasey. That would be immature and make that huge mess 
you were so proud of avoiding earlier. 


“What does Aisha think of all this, anyway?” | asked. “Is she making 
things easier, harder, what?” 


“Harder. She doesn’t like having to listen to anyone. She'd rather 
have free reign to skip school, smoke, shoplift, that kinda shit. She 
doesn't get it.” 


“Get it?” | repeated. 


“You know. That there are consequences. That she can’t just do 
whatever she wants whenever she wants.” Brian let out a loud, put- 
upon sigh. “I Know she’s just a kid, but if she doesn’t listen now, 
she’s not going to have a future.” 


“She’s not stupid,” | said. 
“What?” 


“Aisha. She’s not ‘just a kid’. If she’s not listening, maybe it’s the way 
you’re talking to her. You remember being her age, right? Nothing’s 
going to make a teenager stop listening faster than treating them like 
a kid.” | finished tightening the third bolt into place, then consulted 
the diagram for the legs. 


“Look, you say she doesn’t get it, but she probably does. There’s a 
difference between not knowing better and deliberately choosing 
poorly. People hate being talked down to, you know? Sometimes, 
they do the opposite of what they’re told just because they hate the 
message, even if they know you're right.” 


“How is that not stupid?” he asked. 


“They think, ‘if this person’s going to treat me like I’d stupid anyway, | 
might as well have fun being stupid.’” Each leg was held in place 


with two bolts, so | grabbed the leg and a bolt and lined it up with the 
slot. 


“Again, how is that not stupid?” 


“If someone's already made up their mind, maybe wasting time trying 
to change it is more stupid.” 


| stuck the leg to the table and started screwing the bolt into place, 
only for it to jam halfway. | turned the friction all the way down and 
spun the bolt easily out of the hole, then tried again, this time using 
my power to actually fee/ the threads | was working with. Why the 
hell had they tapped and threaded both pieces? Did that even help? 


“| think if you trust her to make decisions, rather than telling her how 
to make them, you might be surprised by the result. What’s the worst 
that would happen? She does what she would have done anyway?” 


“Is this based on the twenty minutes you spent with her, or your 
weird friendship thing?” Brian asked. | winced; he was getting snippy. 


“The latter,” | admitted. “Shall we drop it?” 
“Yeah.” 


| went back to work. Table leg locked to table, threads aligned, screw 
power-magically ‘greased’, attempt two. 


Brian wasn’t quite ready to drop it. “I didn’t ask for your advice on 
how to have a family,” he said as | screwed the bolt in. 


“Sorry.” 


He was right. No matter how good my advice may have been, 
offering it up like that had been out of line. 


The bolt slid happily into place, and | stood up and examined my 
progress. Now all | had to do was put a nut on the bolt, and put 


another bolt on the leg, and then three more legs on the table. 
“Motherfucker.” 


“Problem?” 


“Whoever made this table is a bad person and they should feel bad.” 
| screwed the nut on securely, thankful that | didn’t have to bother 
with wrenches in the tight space around the joint. “No, | take it back. 
Whoever made this table is a sadist and is probably getting off on 
the thought of people ever having to work with their stupid design. | 
could probably carve a table with less difficulty than this thing seems 
designed to give me.” 


“You don’t have to finish that.” 


“It’s not that it’s hard,” | said. “It’s not even that bad when | can cheat 
like this. It’s that it seems to be designed to be hard for no reason. 
Like someone's playing a prank on anyone with the hubris to believe 
that they have the power to assemble furniture in their own home.” 
Hopefully the second bolt would be easier to install once the first one 
was already in place. “How did they even create this? They’d have to 
have tapped all four legs incredibly precisely, twice, just to ensure 
the inconvenience of requiring an absolutely perfect alignment 
before you’d be able to screw them together.” 


Brian mumbled something vaguely placating as | continued to 
wrestle with the table. Admittedly, once | got both bolts tightened 
down, the leg was very secure. 


| picked up another leg and went back to work. The second leg went 
a bit faster, now that | Knew all the ways that it had been optimized 
for the suffering of whoever had to deal with putting the thing 
together, and | was able to get the last two legs in with only mild 
difficulty. 


“Where do you want this?” | asked. It was pretty heavy, so | didn’t 
want to force Brian and whoever he ended up getting help from to 


deal with it themselves. He pointed, and | set it down and squared it 
with the rest of the kitchen. 


| looked up to see Brian watching me again. “Your powers are 
bullshit,” he said. 


“All powers are bullshit. Mine are just weirdly good at working with 
furniture.” 


“What are mine weirdly good at, then?” 


“Uh... hand-developing photographs? You'd have the perfect dark 
room, and it wouldn’t bother you at all.” That raised an interesting 
question. “Wait, how do you even see through it, if it blocks all light?” 


“| don’t know,” he said. “I’m not a scientist. Maybe my power just... 
stores all the light and lets me see it when | look?” 


“| guess that makes as much sense as anything else.” That didn’t 
explain how he could see things light would never reach in the first 
place, but ‘my power handles it for me’ was probably the best 
explanation we’d ever get. “All right. You said there was a bed?” 


“That’s enough, Kasey, really,” Brian said. “I don’t want to keep you 
here all day.” 


“It's only been-” | checked my watch and did a double-take. “-two 
hours?” | guess that added up: forty-five minutes from the loft to the 
furniture store, twenty minutes through city traffic back to the 
apartment building, then just under an hour actually working on the 
furniture. 


“Three hours,” Brian corrected me. “I called you at nine.” 


“Well, it’s lunchtime now. | can run one more errand, if you want 
takeout.” 


“l’m buying,” he said firmly. 


“We get paid the same amount, right?” | asked with a laugh. “I would 
hope takeout is a rounding error on both of our budgets. Unless 
there’s somewhere with a Michelin Star in the Bay?” 


“It’s the principle of the thing!” Brian said, fixing me with a frown that 
couldn’t hide his good humor. “I owe you for gas, if nothing else!” 


“All right, all right. What are we eating?” 


“There’s an Italian place less than a mile down the expressway that 
does take-away. Sound good?” 


“Sure.” | headed back towards the door, then remembered 
something. “Do you want Emily to take a look at your leg while I’m 
gone?” 

“Who?” 

“My sister. The healer.” 


“Oh, right.” He hesitated, then said, “She’s not on the team.” 


| wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Il mean...” | trailed off, trying to 
figure out how to explain... anything. 


“I’m not going to pry,” he said, “but | think I’m going to have to 
decline, all the same.” 


“Why? You can trust her, | swear.” 


“Kasey...” Brian bit his lip, like he was afraid of what he was about to 
ask. “Who does she work for?” 


The question threw me off. “What?” 
“You said she was a healer.” Brian’s speech was slow, almost 


patronizing. “Healers don’t go solo, Kasey-they’re too vulnerable, too 
valuable-and she’s not with us.” 


“She’s not... with anyone,” | said. “| mean, she’s got my back, 
obviously-” 


“You really think she’s not running around behind your back?” 
“Behind my... Brian, how old do you think my sister is?” 

He thought for a moment. “Fourteen?” 

“She’s my twin, dude. The older twin, at that.” 

“Wait, really?” he asked. “You have a twin?” 

“Yes.” 


“And despite the fact that you’re both capes, you never work 
together?” 


It had slipped my mind how weird that must look. “We... do our own 
thing.” 


“Right. Well...” Brian frowned. “In that case, | think it would be best if 
you kept doing that, then.” 


| sighed. “Sure. Just... text me the address and your order, and I'll be 
back in half an hour with some food.” 
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Chapter 31: Enemies 


My next call came on Monday, shortly after noon, from a number | 
didn’t expect to hear from again. A text, actually. | want to talk after 
school 


She just couldn’t bear to phrase it as a request. 


| was tempted to blow her off, but my curiosity got the better of me, 
so that afternoon saw me standing outside the doors to Winslow 
High School as the final bell rang, browsing PHO from a guest 
account on my smartphone. 


“Kasey?” 


It was funny, in a way. Her voice sounded sort of like Taylor when I’d 
first met her: timid and uncertain. How the tables had turned. 


“Emma.” 


Emma Barnes, in the flesh. She looked like Taylor had back when I'd 
first met her; though she still clung to a facade of haughtiness, it was 
a fragile thing. No amount of foundation and concealer could hide 
the bags under her eyes, and the bruise on her forehead was fresh. 
“Hi,” she said awkwardly. 


“Ey” 


She turned and headed over to the bleachers around the track, a set 
of cheap aluminum benches going up a dozen rows or so, but 
ignored the seats in favor of leaning against the ugly bare-concrete 


wall behind them that separated the track and field from the 
neighboring street. It actually gave us a fair amount of privacy, which 
is probably why it smelled faintly of weed. | stood in the shadow of 
the stadium seating and waited for her to speak her mind, but she 
remained silent, glaring at nothing. “I see Julia’s lesson didn’t stick,” | 
said snidely. 


“Feh.” I'd been trying to start some sort of banter, since she didn’t 
seem ready to actually talk, but she wasn’t feeling up to that, either. 


“You said you wanted to talk to me,” | reminded her. “Well? Talk.” 
“Are you a parahuman?” 


“What?” Come on, Emma, aren’t you supposed to be more socially 
competent than that? 


“|... | Started reading about parahumans. A long time ago. About 
powers. You... you get them when something terrible happens. 
Someone that breaks everything. A trigger event.” Her eyes were 
unfocused, staring inward, rather than out. “I... | had something like 
that happen to me, once. A year ago.” She brought her gaze back to 
the present, turning it to me. Waiting for a reaction. 


“And?” | asked. 
“You're not going to ask?” 
Ah. “You're saying you triggered?” 


“|... |should have. It was... the worst I’ve ever felt. The most scared. 
The most... terrified. But | didn’t.” She went back to naval-gazing. 
“They say... they say for every parahuman, there’s probably four or 
five that could have triggered, but never hit that point. Never had that 
moment. But that’s still... one in thousands. And... and... and | did. | 
had that moment. | had... | survived. | survived. But it didn’t matter. 
Because there are four people wandering around uselessly doing 
nothing and | wasn’t one of them and | never will be!” Emma was 


snarling by the end of her rambling, face twisted in an ugly 
expression of envy and despair. “I survived and | got nothing.” 
Suddenly, her mood seemed to break, the emotion draining away 
like water down a drain. “It’s not fair,” she muttered. 


| still wasn’t sure what | was doing here. Did she think this was some 
sort of bonding experience? Was there a sequence of words | could 
say that would actually help, or was | just here as an audience for 
her raging angst against the world? 


| had to admit, she was right about one thing: it wasn’t fair. The 
traditional response is “the world isn’t fair,” which is horse-shit; one of 
my least favorite Thought-Terminating Cliches. It’s technically true: 
the world is only fair in that it treats everyone with equal disdain. But 
that’s a classic example of an appeal to nature without basis. There’s 
no reason we should accept unfairness as the proper state of being. 
If someone answers your complaint with “the world isn’t fair,” the 
correct response ought to be, “that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be, 
asshole.” 


That said, knowing her capacity for rational thought, | wouldn’t hand 
Emma a vial if she was on fire. 


“What would having powers solve, exactly?” | asked. 
There was a long, long pause before she responded. 


“| wouldn’t have to be afraid,” she murmured. “After it happened, | 
was... | was scared. All the time. Couldn’t sleep. Couldn't eat. 
Couldn't leave the house. | thought... if it could happen to me, so 
suddenly, it could happen again. It could happen anywhere. But...” 
She stopped, conflicted expressions flickering across her face. “I met 
Sophia. She helped. Taught me how to be strong, stronger than the 
rest of the idiots around here. Strong enough to survive.” 


“This is about Sophia, then,” | said. Emma didn’t respond. “You never 
visited her.” 


“What was | gonna do? Tell her it would be okay? That she’d get 
better?” Emma shook her head dismissively. “No sense lying about 
it.” 


“She called you.” She’d probably called Emma hours before she 
bothered phoning me, because if | Knew Sophia, she would have 
reached out to Emma-to her friend-long before her physical/verbal 
Sparring partner. “Your friend is hurt, and you don’t bother to visit at 
all?” 


“Why do you care?” 


“Because Sophia is my friend too. Kinda. | guess.” | shrugged. | 
thought of Sophia as a friend, but I'd also played a part in her injury, 
and lied to her face ever since. That wasn’t really friendship, was it? 


As for Emma, Sophia had mentioned her twice. She’d been angry, 
hurt... and | may be an absolutely shitty friend, but | still cared in my 
own, creepy way. “She wanted to see you,” | said. 


“So what?” Emma rounded on me, snapping out of her space-out in 
a huff. “She’s broken! She’s no good to anyone like that!” 


| started half a dozen sentences trying to explain how stupid that 
statement was before | gave up. “So that’s it, huh?” | asked. “1 
suppose | shouldn’t be surprised you'd drop Sophia just as fast as 
you dropped your last friend.” 


She didn’t dignify my comment with a response. | shifted 
uncomfortably. “So, you want to be friends again, now.” 


“| wasn’t the one to break off the friendship, Kasey. You were the one 
who ditched me.” 


“Must have felt weird, to be on the receiving end of that.” 


Emma scowled at me. “What the hell is your problem, anyway?” 


“My problem is with you. You... you just want to use me. You're not 
even being subtle about it.” 


“So?” she asked. “If | was ‘being subtle’, you’d call me a liar, or two- 
faced, or whatever.” She waved a hand dismissively. “So I’m being 
direct, but you’re pissy about that, too.” 


Okay, that was... substantially true. “I’m ‘being pissy’ about the using 
thing, not the approach.” 


“It’s a trade, Kasey. You get to go out with the popular kids again, get 
invited to parties. You know, have fun, instead of wasting your time 
with Hebert.” 


“And if | want to bring her, too?” | asked. “If | made that a condition?” 
| don’t think Taylor would want to be friends with Emma, but that 
wasn't why | was asking; | wanted to know if Emma was willing to 
compromise. 


It took her a long time to respond. “I don’t get it,” she said. 
“Get what?” 


“You.” Of course you don’t get me, | have a somewhat functional 
emotional range and a working concept of loyalty. “You're smart 
enough to cruise through school, but you dropped out. You’re pretty 
enough to have people chasing after you, but you don’t bother 
showing it. You’re strong enough to beat Sophia, and you hang out 
with complete losers.” 


“| don’t get you either,” | said. “You had a fucking horrible thing 
happen to you, | get that much. It’s what you did next that makes no 
sense. You could have confided in your friend-in your friends-but 
instead you do everything you can to hurt the one person who would 
have supported you unconditionally.” 


“Because she’s weak,” she protested. “Her mother died, and all she 
could do was cry all over me, for weeks, like a stupid, worthless 


baby! How am | supposed to be friends with someone like that?” 


| spent the night in one of the emergency camper trailers FEMA set 
up outside the town. They’d brought nearly a hundred; less than a 
third were occupied. The empty trailers felt like gravestones. 


| didn’t cry the first day. It hadn’t hit me, yet, | think. | kept expecting 
my phone to ring, for Jack to recommend me a book he'd read, for 
Rachel to show me some stupid meme that would have her giggling 
and me sighing. For dad to tell me to do my homework. | just... 
couldn't accept that they were gone. 


It wasn't until Emily knocked on my door the day after the flood that | 
broke down. 


| felt my hands balling into fists, and had to take a deep, steadying 
breath. “Because,” | growled, “that’s what friends do. They’re there 
for you when you need them. You can show weakness around them 
you hide from the rest of the world. That’s what you could have 
done, and she would have done everything for you that you did for 
her and then some!” 


“| wouldn’t!” she snapped. “I’m not a weak, crying, /oser like she is.” 


| felt a vein in my forehead pulse. Friends are there when you need 
them. Sophia needed her, and she was nowhere to be found. 


| stalked forward until | was in her face, leaning into her face with 
one arm supporting me against the wall. She wasn’t intimidated in 
the least, her smirk sliding into a sneer; the expression made me 
want to hit her, just to wipe the look off her face. “You’re not nearly as 
intimidating as you think, honey,” she told me. 


“You,” | growled, “are a total, unmitigated narcissist. Does friendship 
mean anything to you, you selfish, miserable, backstabbing bitch?” 


That got a reaction; shock, disappointment, and anger flashed 
across her face. “You don’t know anything about me!” she spat. 


“| Know you don’t give a damn about anyone but yourself!” 


Emma schooled her snarl into an arrogant smirk. “Come off it, Kasey. 
Nobody cares-it’s all just showing off for others.” 


“Just because you’re too cracked in the head to remember what 
empathy feels like doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist! You and Taylor grew 
up together, before you turned your back on her! You and Sophia 
trusted each other, and now you’ve dumped her, too.” 


“Oh, is that what this is about?” Emma laughed in my face. “Your 
girlfriend’s been telling stories about me?” 


“She’s not my girlfriend.” 
“| wasn’t talking about Sophia.” 
“Shut up!” 


She just rolled her eyes. “Il guess | shouldn’t be too surprised you’re 
all torn up about Sophia. Of course you'd jump at the chance to play 
Savior for another pathetic, broken bird.” 


Deep breaths. Calm. Hitting her is wrong, and Taylor already beat 
you to it, anyway. 


“We’re done here,” | said stiffly, and turned to leave. This is a waste 
of time. 


I'd almost made it past the bleachers before she spoke, her voice 
quivering. “I... please, Kasey. | don’t want to be alone again. | don’t 
want to be afraid of everything again.” | glanced over my shoulder 
and saw a single tear coming out of her eye. Tugging my 
heartstrings. If she’d come to me like this in the first place, I’m not 
sure I'd have been able to say no. 


Unfortunately, | couldn’t trust that there was a shred of real remorse 
behind it. She was trying to look like another broken soul for me to 
mother, and | wasn’t buying. | should have just left, but | couldn’t be 


certain she was faking it, and that uncertainty held me in place. 
“Then don’t be,” | said. “Go visit your fucking friend, rather than trying 
to replace her the second things don’t go her way. Maybe you'll learn 
something about endurance, rather than obsessing about strength all 
the time.” 


“Il can’t. | can’t see her like that.” 


I'd say | was running out of patience, but | was well past ‘out of 
patience’. “You can. Whether or not you wil/ is up to you.” | turned 
back around to face her. “She’s still your friend, Emma!” 


“| can’t!” she repeated. “What am | supposed to do, Kasey? She was 
the strongest person I’d ever met, and now she’s nothing!” 


“Nothing?” | yelled. “Nothing? Like Taylor was? Because from the 
look of your face, Taylor’s who you need saving from! Or did you 
‘walk into a door’?” | was screaming in her face again, having 
crossed the distance without even thinking about it. 


“That doesn’t matter!” she yelled. “It doesn’t change who she is, it 
just makes her crazy, like a mad dog. That’s not strength! It’s just 
another form of weakness! Another way she’s a pathetic, whiny 
bitch!” Something cruel and ugly shone through the tears in her 
eyes, showing me the exact moment it clicked together in her mind: 
the perfect way to push every one of my buttons at once. “Like you 
are, right? | bet you cried just as hard when you lost all your loser 
friends! Too bad you didn’t join them! | mean, how pathetic did they 
have to be for you to be the surv-” 


“Shut the fuck up, you! Fucking! Cunt!” | barely resisted the urge to 
hit her, pulling my punch and hitting the wall next to her head 
instead. The sound it made told me I’d made a mistake. 

I'd nearly put my fist straight through a solid concrete wall. 


That scared the shit out of Emma. She was white as a sheet even 
under the powdered concrete I’d covered her in. 


To be honest, it scared the shit out of me, too. 
“Don’t talk about my friends,” | said in the silence that followed. 
“Okay.” 


| shook my hand out, the dust coming free easily with a simple 
application of my power. 


“I’m willing to pretend this conversation never happened if you are,” | 
told her. “Not a word to anyone. Agreed?” 


“Sure. No words. Never happened.” She was facing me, but her 
eyes were on the hole I’d just punched in the wall. She didn’t even 
flinch when | brusquely brushed the dust off her, one quick pat 
enough to repel it from her clothes, skin and hair. 


“Good.” | didn’t believe her, but there was nothing to be done about 
it, so | turned and walked away. | couldn't resist one final shot as | 
left, though. 


“And get some fucking therapy, for god’s sake!” 
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COMPLETED QUESTS 


> [X]_ A Shoulder to Fly On 
(COMPLETE) 


Befriend Taylor 
___/get flies with a little help from my friends. 


> [X]_ Eye of the Tiger 
(COMPLETE) 


Train Taylor 


__ Float like a butterfly... 


> [X]_ Membership Benefits 
(COMPLETE) 


Join the Undersiders 

__ Breaking bad. 

> [X]_ Heat 

(COMPLETE) 

Rob Brockton Bay Central Bank. 

___ Don't you love it when everything goes according to plan? 


> [X]_ Bio Hazard 


(COMPLETE) 
Stop Panacea from going off the deep end 
__ Crisis averted... 
> [X]_ Toothless 
(COMPLETE) 
Drive the Teeth out of the Bay. 
__ Only a few acci-DENTAL deaths. 
> [X]_ Head Trauma 
(COMPLETE) 


Deal with the Butcher’s Mantle 


___ Discard and draw. 


v [\|_ Not a Messiah 
(PARTIAL) 


Redeem the Schoolyard Bullies 
[1/2] 


__ » Sophia: 
(COMPLETE) 


__ Vv Emma: _She would have listened if you’d kept your cool. _ 
(FAILED) 


i OH OB eHencteme 
(FAILED) 


OH Beside Ee 
(ABANDONED) 


___ You can’t save everyone if you don't try. 
ACTIVE QUESTS 

v [ |. Snake Eyes 
Eliminate Coil 
__ [| Tell Emily to kill Coil 

That’s literally all you have to do 
___ @ [X]+ Get paid for the bank job (optional) 
___ #[ ]+ Get paid for the fundraiser job (optional) 
___ @[ ]+ Take over the organization (optional) 


___ @[ ]+ ??? (optional) 


v [ |_ Party Crasher 

Attend the Protectorate Fundraiser. 

___ @[ | Attend the Fundraiser 

___ @[ ]+ Humiliate the Protectorate (0/350k) (optional) 
___ @[ ]+ Don’t get arrested (optional) 

v [ |. End the Endbringers 

Stop the Endbringer threat once and for all. 
__ #[]_ Neutralize Behemoth 

__@[]_ Neutralize Leviathan 

__ [|] Neutralize Ziz 

__ [|]??? 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux 

You are viewing: 

¢ Threads you have replied to 

e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 


* Ten posts per page 


¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 
¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 
¢ Private message from Shinigami: 


Shinigami *New Message: We need to talk. Seventh street. Noon. 
You'll know the place. 


The conversation has been closed. 


The message had come late Tuesday night, so Wednesday saw me 
heading downtown to meet with the only cape | knew of who could 
kill me without breaking a sweat. 


Seventh street ran through most of downtown, but it was easy to 
narrow down where | needed to be because it cut right through the 
heart of Brockton Bay’s Chinatown. Japantown? | had to admit | 
couldn’t tell the difference by sight alone, although | could mostly tell 
which alphabet was which. The place in question seemed Chinese, | 
thought; it was huge, but what really set it apart was the respectful 
berth pedestrians were giving the two large, smartly-dressed men 
standing on either side of the door. The sunglasses, suits, crossed 
arms, and barely visible tattoos sent a very specific message. 
Neither of them spoke as | walked up in full cape regalia, which | 
took as permission to enter. 


It was a big place, and fancy, lit by a number of small crystal 
chandeliers. The central area had at least three dozen tables, all 
covered in thick white cloths and surrounded by heavy wooden 
chairs. A line of stairs to the immediate left of the entrance ran 
upwards to a balcony, probably containing almost as many tables as 
the lower floor. The entire place was empty except for Shinigami’s 
second, the Noh-masked cape, who was waiting just inside the door. 
“Follow me,” he said, and walked through the mass of tables to a 


hallway leading back towards the kitchens. He pulled aside a curtain 
to reveal a private dining room and Shinigami, sitting with her back to 
the entrance. | looked at the cape for confirmation; he nodded, so | 
entered and walked around to sit on the mat opposite his boss. 


“Flux,” Shinigami greeted me. 


“Shinigami-dono,” | replied as politely as | could. She tilted her head 
curiously, but didn’t respond. Two waitresses came in bearing a half- 
dozen large plates of food, which they set on a rotating platform in 
the middle of the low table between us: crispy glazed chicken, pork, 
and vegetables, combined in stir-fry, rice, noodles, and dumplings. 
The center of the platform gained a pitcher each of ice-water and 
iced tea. Shinigami carefully portioned a few bites of each dish onto 
her plate, and | followed suit. 


“Please, eat.” Three point one zero one percent chance | suffer harm 
from the food. Not that surprising; if Shinigami wanted to hurt me, 
there were much more reliable options available. | took a bite, and 
then another; it was good. This place must be expensive as hell. 


We ate in silence for a minute before Shinigami relaxed in her seat 
and let out a long sigh. “We're alone, now, So we can drop the 
theatre,” she said as she took a hair-band from somewhere and 
pulled her stringy ghost-girl hairdo out of her face. Moving her hair 
out of the way and actually having facial expressions completely 
changed her appearance, though the blindfold was still 
unmistakable. The change in voice was even more startling, and | 
actually stopped eating for a minute and just stared. Once she let her 
hair down-or up, | suppose-she had a thick New Yawk accent. “Also, 
‘dono’?” she asked. “Really?” 


“It seemed appropriate,” | said, trying not to sound defensive. “You 
did summon me into your territory.” 


“Yeah, | play the imperious oriental lady, but both my parents were 
born and raised in New York. My ‘heritage’ is way more American 
than Japanese. Shinigami is a role, and it’s exhausting, so I’m not 


going to bother right now.” She paused to take a drink from her 
glass. “How’re you doing?” 


| stuffed my face to buy time while | adjusted to the sudden change 
in my host’s demeanor. Tattletale had called her a ‘theatre kid’, and | 
could definitely see it; the change was as sudden and complete as 
an actor stepping out of their character. 


“Well enough, | guess,” | said honestly. “I’m pretty hard to keep down 
for long. My team’s a little beat up, but we’re scrappy. You?” 


“Not great,” she said. “We were a lot beat up. My neck looked like 
someone tried to hang me.” 


“How badly were you hurt?” 


“It barely even matters. The more important thing is that we looked 
bad. Weak. Recruitment is down for us and up for the Empire. We 
look like easier pickings to independent groups, as well. I’m still 
terrifying when | need to be, but... it’s a mess.” 


| nodded politely at her words. It was weird how natural it felt to chit- 
chat with the leader of an opposing group about gang politics. The 
implication that independent groups /ike mine might be targeting the 
ABB in the future wasn't lost on me, but Shinigami was so casual 
about it that we might as well have been discussing sports scores. 


“That isn’t why | called you here, though,” Shinigami said. 


There was one very clear reason to call me in like this. “You want to 
talk about what happened to the Butcher.” 


“| guess it was obvious.” She paused to take another few bites of 
food. “We were all going to die. | don’t think you were faking, either 
of you. When | found myself blind, | thought | heard fighting behind 
me, and tried to get out of range when it would have been smarter to 
play dead. Then Butcher grabbed me, and | thought it was over. 


Either | die, and then she kills the rest of you, or | kill her, the rest of 
you, and probably hundreds of others.” 


“You tried to hold back.” 


“| did,” she agreed. “But it was like trying to hold your breath until you 
pass out. You understand?” 


| nodded, then realized she couldn’t see me, and said, “I do.” 


“You're right, | tried, but | couldn’t hold it back forever. And then, right 
when | felt my control slip, she was gone. You were gone. Your friend 
was gone. It was just the three of us.” 


“Oni Lee survived?” | asked 

“He did.” 

“That's... good.” 

She snorted. “Good, she says. | Suppose it is.” 


“And you’re sure you didn’t kill the Butcher.” | didn’t phrase itas a 
question. 


“Very sure. There’s a feeling | have when my power works on 
someone; it’s a wet, warm sensation. Bloody and disturbingly 
pleasant.” That was a... disquieting detail. “Sorry, too much 
information. Trust me when | say I’d know if | had. Of course, a lot of 
people are saying | killed the Butcher even though | deny it. Did you 
start the rumors?” 


“No.” 
“Do you know who did?” 


“Who started the rumors? I’m not sure,” | said. “But if | had to guess, 
it would be Coil.” 


“That's the kind of thing he’d do, isn’t it?” She added more food to 
her plate, carefully touching the two plates with her other hand to 
make sure she knew where they were. “Now, I’m going to be 
perfectly honest. | called you out here, to this place specifically, for a 
reason.” 


“It's somewhere completely under your control,” | said. “I’m not a 
stranger to power plays.” The fact that | was deep in enemy territory 
was hard to miss. The threat was implicit: | might leave at a casual 
walk, a dead sprint, or even not at all. 


“This isn’t about power,” Shinigami said, shaking her head. “I didn’t 
call you here to intimidate you, although | admit it's become 
something of a habit in how | deal with people. 


“It's somewhere | can make sure we're alone and undisturbed. 
Nothing we say here leaves the room. Seki is listening, because | 
trust him completely; he’s one of the few people to see me without 
my ‘mask’, if you get my meaning. I’m letting you see the same. I’m 
hoping you'll reciprocate, as far as trust goes. You know, baring 
secrets, and all.” 


An interesting approach. “You’re offering full disclosure for full 
disclosure.” 


“Exactly. | hope you'll tell me the truth when | ask: did you kill the 
Butcher?” 


| Kept eating while | focused on the question | needed answered. 
What are the odds that, if | admit killing the Butcher here, it gets out 
into the public as a result? |It only took a few seconds for the colors 
to stabilize. Three point seven four percent chance. That was very 
low indeed. 


“Not directly, but... for most purposes, yes, | did.” 


Shinigami didn’t seem surprised at all. “I’m tempted to ask ‘how’, but 
it doesn’t matter. You know what’s going to happen. Do you have any 


plans?” 
“This stays between us?” 


“Yes.” She paused, then added, “I wil/ take action, if | think | need to. 
| can’t ignore a threat.” 


“That’s not an issue. I’m not going to become the Butcher. | removed 
her powers. Mostly.” 


“How?” 
“| called in a favor.” 
“Cauldron?” 


| choked on my food in surprise. “You have dealings with them?” | 
asked, pounding my chest with my fist. 


“No,” Shinigami said. “I am, uh, let’s say I’m ‘aware of’ them. | had 
some questions. | didn’t get answers.” 


| took a drink to clear my throat before | responded. “What do you 
know?” 


“Not much. All | have are rumors: they have a way to sell powers, 
and a way to remove them, if anyone defaults on their... 
‘obligations’.” She took another bite before adding, “I don’t think I’d 
want to deal with that sort of organization, but | guess you didn't 
have much choice.” 


| shook my head. “It wasn’t Cauldron. I’m pretty sure their ‘power 
removal’ involves a bullet to the head.” 


“Damn,” she said. “Just as well | never got anywhere. How did you 
manage, then?” 


| made a show of studying Shinigami’s face while | concentrated on 
another question, just on the off chance she had a way of observing 


me without her second. One point one six one percent chance my 
planned response has negative consequences for us. Good. “I work 
with a group that is... not opposed to Cauldron, exactly, but not 
aligned, either. Working at cross purposes, perhaps?” 


“Of course there would be rival conspiracies,” Shinigami said 
irritably. “What do you call yourselves? Bucket?” 


“Nothing. The worst way to keep a secret is to name it.” 

“Well, at least you sound competent.” We spent a few minutes eating 
in silence. “You said, ‘mostly’,” Shinigami said. “Mind explaining 
that?” 


“The slate’s been cleaned, but anyone who kills me will likely start a 
new Butcher gestalt, so don’t blow me up unless you want me 
offering snide commentary for the rest of your life.” 


“Horrifying,” she said flatly. 


“Truly.” | hesitated a moment, then added, “I’m also a power copier, 
now.” 


“Oh?” she asked suspiciously. “How so?” 

“Removing all the extra stuff left a, well, a ‘hole’ that the power fills 
from whoever | last touched. Takes a few seconds. Skin-to-skin only; 
even gloves block the effect.” 

“Is it a perfect copy?” 


“No, it has the same ‘downgrade’ as the Butcher’s inherited powers.” 


“Hmm.” She frowned. “I have to consider any attempt at touching 
Seki or | an act of aggression, now.” 


“| understand. | figured you’d react like that.” 


“And you told me anyway, yes, | get it. Trust.” She motioned between 
us with her chopsticks. 


“Trust,” | agreed. 


We ended up eating far less than half the food, which seemed a 
shame. Shinigami slipped the elastic out of her hair and regained her 
regal poise a few moments before the waitresses returned, one of 
whom was carrying a teapot. The lead waitress placed a ceramic 
mugs in front of each of us before collecting the plates and 
withdrawing. 


| took a moment to examine the other waitress as she poured tea for 
Shinigami; she seemed more scared of me than she did of her, 
which spoke well of the ABB’s leader. ‘Fear of the unknown’ isa 
thing, of course, but Shinigami blew people up with her mind. She 
had to work to be less scary than average. 


When the waitress moved to pour for me, | held my hand up to 
decline; she set the teapot down on the table and left without a word. 


“You don't care for tea?” Shinigami asked. 
“No,” | said. “I’m sorry if that was rude, but | didn’t want to waste it.” 


“It is no problem.” She relaxed again at a signal from the illusionist. 
“To be honest, | didn’t enjoy it either, but it was expected of me, so 
I’ve learned to like it.” 


“Do you have to taste it?” | asked. 

She chuckled. “No, | don’t. | didn’t expect you to know that, though.” 
| let her enjoy her tea, or whatever it was she was experiencing, in 
peace. Soon enough, the waitress returned with two large plastic 


bags full of take-out containers. She set them on the table in front of 
me before withdrawing again. “You may keep the food,” Shinigami 


said, regal once more. “Consider it an apology for summoning you 
out here in the middle of the day.” 


“Thanks,” | said, unsure of exactly what | was going to do with 
several pounds of what was probably very expensive Chinese take- 
out. “I'll be on my way, then?” 


“Goodbye, Flux.” | stood up and picked up the take-out bags before 
she added, “One thing before you go, if | may?” 


“Yes?” 


“You have given me a lot to think about,” she began. “Two shadowy 
conspiracies, one who can grant powers, one who can take them. An 
odd bit of Yin and Yang.” She smirked at her own joke. “You are a 
member of your unnamed group, are you not? Not merely an 
associate, but a full member?” 


“| am,” | said cautiously. 


Shinigami nodded thoughttully. “| need my powers. It’s unfortunate, 
but leadership of the ABB did not pass to a fourteen-year-old girl 
because she was the best candidate. It passed to her because she 
was the only candidate. Without capes-gang capes-there is no 
threat. No fear of reprisal. The Empire can have their way with 
anyone who doesn’t fit their ideals. That’s what led to... well...” she 
gestured at her eyes. 


“That said, if in the future, | am no longer necessary... | would be 
interested in having my powers removed. Completely.” 


| didn’t show any of my surprise as | put down the bags and pulleda 
business card out of my pocket. “You can call me if you’re ever sure,” 
| said. “That said, there may be a time limit on the offer.” 

“Oh?” 


“If | die, no one is going to answer the phone.” 


She laughed, letting her cape persona slip again for a moment. 
“Then please take care of yourself, Flux.” 


“lll do my best. Goodbye, Shinigami-dono.” 
“Really?” 

---X==X==X--- 

“Hey, Brian, it's Kasey. Have you guys eaten yet?” 
---X==X==X--- 
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| flew over to the local Palace to change into casual clothes before 
taking one the Warehouse’s junkier-looking cars into the docks and 
parking a few blocks away from the loft. 


“Food’s here,” | called as | climbed the final step. Alec was gaming in 
his usual spot, looking slightly worse for wear; his nose was taped 
up, and he had a half-dozen stitches on his chin in addition to the 
fading bruise around his eye. Taylor was sitting next to him, her left 
arm in asling, and Aisha was leaning over the back of the couch. All 
three were entirely focused on the television, where Alec was 
currently playing something that looked an awful lot like Metal Wolf 
Chaos. 


“Awesome timing,” Brian said. He was alone on the other couch, still 
laid up with a cast on his ankle. “We were fighting a losing battle to 
get this asshole to bring us poor, injured folk some damn food.” 

“I’m injured too,” Alec said, pointing at his stitches. He took a look at 
the containers | started unloading and whistled. “Damn, that’s the 
good stuff. Why do you have a hundred dollars of Chinese take-out?” 
“Long story. Do you guys have plates?” 

“Aisha?” Brian asked. 


“Not my job,” she said. 


“lll show you,” Taylor said. She stood up and wiggled her wounded 
arm slightly. “Give me a hand, would you?” 


“And people say / make too many puns,” | grumbled as | followed her 
back to the kitchen. 


“Don’t dish out what you can’t take,” Taylor said. 


“Hey, I’m only complaining about people complaining. How's the arm, 
anyway?” 


“Great. They took another x-ray after you left and said the break 
wasn't as bad as they thought. I'll probably have the cast off ina 
week or so. What’s new with you?” 


“Emma called me on Monday.” 

“Oh, yeah. That.” Taylor sighed. “She started it.” 

| rolled my eyes. “Of course she did-” 

“No, | mean-hold on, let me start at the beginning. She or one of her 
friends must have had a nosebleed, or something. She had all these 


bloody tissues in a bag, and dumped them on my head as | left 
class.” 


“She did what?” That was beyond aggressive. “Hitting her for that is 
totally fair. Holy shit.” 


“| didn’t hit her for that, though,” she said. “Paper plates in the 
cupboard, there.” 


“Oh?” | asked, bending down and grabbing the stack. 

“Yeah. It was just So... petty? Pointless? Compared to the shit we 
got up to in costume-Lung, the bank, the Teeth-it was just... | 
couldn't help it. | laughed in her face. Then she tried to slap me, 
and... self-defense happened.” 

“Huh.” 

“What?” 


“Nothing, I’m just... impressed, | guess.” 


Taylor shrugged. “I grabbed her wrist, put her in a joint lock, and 
shoved her into the wall. It’s not like she knows how to fight.” 


“Not by the self-defense,” | said. “By the fact that you just no-sold 
that entire thing.” 


“Nose-hold?” she repeated. 


“No, it’s... forget it. The point is you managed to ignore that she had 
even tried to attack you at all.” 


“And that’s impressive? Utensils are in that drawer, just grab the 
whole box.” 


| did just that to the box of assorted plastic cutlery. “Sure. You’ve 
weaponized the ability to not give a fuck.” 


That finally got Taylor to crack a smile. “I guess | did. What did she 
want from you, anyway?” 


“A security blanket, now that she ditched Sophia. Napkins?” 


Her eyes widened. “She ditched... wait, it's Emma, why am | 
surprised?” 


“Dunno,” | muttered, mood turning sour. “What have you been 
doing?” 


“Helping Rachel with her dogs, mostly, since we only have one arm 
each.” 


That was news to me. “She’s injured too?” 


“Yeah. Just a sprain, but if | wasn’t helping, she’d take the sling off 
and make it worse.” 


| found the napkins myself and added them to the pile | was carrying. 
“| told her that she could call me if she wanted help,” | grumbled. 


“She doesn't want help,” Taylor said. “But she needs it, so she lets 
me force her to accept it. | even managed to rope Alec in.” 


“That’s quite an accomplishment,” | said. Her response was a shrug. 
“Drinks?” 


Taylor opened the fridge. A six-pack of orange soda and some 
strange Japanese soft drink had taken up residence there at some 
point, but still no root beer. Taylor stacked a bunch of soda cans on 


top of my pile of stuff, and a quick flex of my power made sure 
everything was stuck together nicely. 


“Are you coming to the fundraiser?” | asked. 

“Yeah. Just us. Brian’s not willing to risk it if he can’t run, Alec 
doesn’t think the money’s worth it, Lisa’s been super flighty since the 
whole Teeth thing, and Rachel is Rachel.” 

“Still?” | asked. 

“Rachel is... still Rachel,” Taylor confirmed. 

“| meant Lisa,” | said. 


“Yeah, she’s the same. Why?” 


“| guess | got my hopes up that this would be temporary. Does she 
seem okay?” 


“| mean, | guess? She’s not really been herself this week.” She 
frowned. “Was this because you guys were there when Shinigami 
killed the Butcher?” 


“Shinigami didn’t kill Butcher,” | corrected her. 
“She didn’t?” 


“No. Also, Shinigami’s where | got the food. She called me out to a 
restaurant to question me about who did off Butcher, and let me 


keep the leftovers.” 


“That wasn’t a long story at all,” Taylor said. She paled slightly, then 
asked, “Wait, did Lisa kill the Butcher?” 


“Are you two coming back, or are we going to have to eat with our 
fingers?” Alec yelled from the living room. 


“Coming!” | yelled. To Taylor, | said, “No, Lisa didn’t kill the Butcher. 
Come on, let’s go back before Alec decides to just cave-man it and 
gets his filthy fingers all over the food.” 


Alec had spread the containers out over the table behind the 
couches, visibly salivating over the buffet he’d constructed. | set the 
plates, utensils, and sodas down next to the row of containers, then 
made Brian a plate and brought it over. Alec, Aisha, and Taylor were 
busy loading their plates down with food, so | stole Alec’s seat. 


“Hey!” 


“Hey, yourself,” | shot back, then spasmed and fell off the couch. He 
reclaimed his seat with a triumphant smirk, but wasn’t able to grab 
the whole couch before | jumped back on next to him. “You coming 
tonight?” 


“Not a chance.” He popped the lid off his can of coke and took a long 
drink, eyeing me over the top of the can. “Not for all the money in the 
world. You two are completely crazy, thinking this is gonna work.” 

“| know it’s gonna work,” | said, folding my arms confidently. 


“Are you a precog now?” 


Yes, actually. “| have one on side.” Let Coil think I’m talking about 
him, if he’s listening. 


“How?” 


“Long story-” 


“The other story wasn't long,” Taylor interrupted. 
“Other story?” Aisha asked. 

“How she got the food.” 

“Oh. How did you get the food?” 


| laughed. “Shinigami sent me a message that basically commanded 
me to appear at a certain restaurant for lunch, and let me keep the 
leftovers.” 


“Why?” Alec asked. 
“She wanted to know who killed the Butcher.” 
“Ah. What did you tell her?” 


“As much as | knew,” | said. Alec rolled his eyes. “How much did he 
offer you guys for this job, anyway?” 


“Forty grand each,” Brian said. “The bank job again, basically.” 
“Dollah dollah bills!” Aisha cackled. 


“Wow, he offered me five before | started haggling.” If | was feeling 
charitable, | might assume he’d expected me to haggle. | wasn’t 
feeling charitable. “You’re coming, right?” 


“On crutches?” Brian asked. “Yeah, right. Hobbling around like a 
cripple would do great things to my reputation. How the hell would | 
get away if we had to run?” 


“We won't need to run. | can charm a room like no one’s business,” | 
said with far more confidence than | felt. “Your rep will be as 
someone who rolled up to a Protectorate event, injured, and 
thumbed your nose at the entire team before walking away clean. 
What’s not to like?” 


He was unmoved. “Literally everything about that plan, for starters.” 


Aisha slugged him in the arm. “I can’t believe you’re turning down 
forty gee to attend a party!” 


“It's career suicide!” he said. “It’s like asking me to collect a bounty 
on my own head!” 


“Come on, man,” | said, “are you really going to have the two 
newest, greenest members represent you?” 


“You shouldn't go, either. Both of you.” Brian looked at Taylor, then 
back at me. “You’re walking into a trap with no bait!” 


“It’s not a trap if they’re not going to try to catch us,” | said. “What 
does Lisa think?” 


He sighed. “She’s all for it. Says this is the last thing the boss needs 
to really let us in to his inner circle.” | had no idea what her plan was, 
now that she'd cut ties to my offer of help. Probably the same thing 
she'd been planning before. “But she’s not going,” he continued. 


“Because of me?” 


“Yeah. She doesn’t want to come near you, and won't give anyone a 
straight answer as to why.” 


“And Rachel is too... Rachel,” Taylor continued. “Come on, guys! We 
need at least four people to actually make an impression.” 


Alec and Brian exchanged looks. “You really think we can pull this 
off?” Brian asked. 


“We can,” | said. 
“Don’t tell me you’re considering this!” Alec yelled. 


“Kasey has a point. This is an opportunity to get a lot of attention 
without a fight.” 


“How much attention do we need? We robbed a fucking bank!” 


“It’s not just attention for us,” Taylor said. “It’s reminding everyone 
that the heroes they worship didn’t do shit. We did. It’s about getting 
respect for taking the hits they weren’t willing to take!” 


“Oh, yeah, let’s help memorialize the Nazi who bought it,” Alec shot 
back. “I’m sure Cricket was a great person, when she wasn’t hating 
minorities and gays.” 


“Who cares?” Aisha asked. “Dying was the best thing she could’a 
done for the city, and she dead. Hats off to her.” 


“How about this, Kasey,” Brian said. “If you explain, plain and simple, 
why Lisa is so damn spooked, we'll go.” 


“Wait, what?” Alec asked. “Whoa, man, don’t volunteer me for this!” 


“We'll go,” Brian repeated. “Assuming we get a proper fucking 
explanation for why Lisa’s been freaking out all week. Kasey?” 


| didn’t know exactly what part of that experience had scared Lisa so 
badly, but | could guess. If we had been anywhere but the loft, | 
might have had a chance to give... not a full explanation, but at least 
some sort of framework for what might have set Lisa off. As it was, 
though... 


Ninety eight point nine one percent chance anything | say now gets 
back to Coil. 


“Sorry,” | said. 


That was that. Brian grumbled as he pulled the laptop over and 
started working on something. Alec unpaused his game and went 
back to his high-speed mecha action, and as he finished off the boss 
enemy and pumped his fist as the cutscene began to play, | realized 
that | recognized that design. 


What a perfect fucking capstone to my life right now. 


“Nice work!” Cassandra Rolins said, her talk-sprite portrait looking 
like it'd been peeled straight off the box art I’d seen a lifetime ago. 
Alec skipped the rest of the cutscene, but I’d already taken the sanity 
damage. 


Oh god why. 
=(=XS=X==X--- 


Taylor and | spent most of Thursday afternoon rehearsing. | was 
adopting a role; PHO had formed a mostly flattering idea of who Flux 
was, and | wanted to play into that as much as possible. Preparation 
was key; a few witty lines or icebreakers in reserve would work 
wonders. That, and the fact that my crippling social anxiety had been 
ganked by my social and mental perks, should see me through. 


The same extra Coil had sent to ferry us around in the past delivered 
Skitter and | directly to the Forsburg Gallery half an hour after the 
official start of the fundraiser. That was forty minutes after we'd 
gotten into the car; we’d had an errand to run. Proper preparation 
prevents poor performance, after all. 


The gallery was an ugly, lopsided building, all metal and glass with 
sections protruding seemingly at random, like poorly stacked blocks. 
Spotlights along the perimeter of the ground floor had it light up in 
vibrant oranges and pinks, in pale imitation of the sunset that had 
happened an hour ago. There was no security outside; either it was 
up on the top floor where the actual party was, or they hadn't thought 
they’d need any at all. 


Skitter had needed days of work to repair her costume from the 
beating she’d suffered at Pile’s hands, but as we stepped out of the 
limo, the spider silk gleamed like it was brand new, and the crude 
pressed-chitin panels had been replaced with pieces of glimmering 
black carapace that | was worried may have come from an actual 
xenomorph. | was in my ‘new’ costume, as well, massive mane of 
hair pulled up into a ponytail behind me. 


| looked at her. She looked at me. 
We nodded. 
3 XS=XS=XKi- 


The elevator took us straight to the top, and we stepped out into an 
antechamber in front of the main floor. The ceiling was entirely glass, 
as were the walls; in another timeline, the Undersiders entered 
through the full-roof skylight in a shower of broken glass. 


There was a single man standing to one side, holding a clipboard; he 
glanced up when the doors opened, returned his eyes to his 
clipboard, then snapped his head back to us. “Uh,” he said 
eloquently. 


“Hi!” | walked forward, plainly intending to enter the room. 


“Wait, you-you can’t go in there!” He took half a step to physically 
block us before thinking better of it and cringing away. 


“I’m on the list!” 
“You... what?” 


| leaned towards him, reading the list upside down while | flicked 
through the pages until | found the entry | was looking for. “There. 
Florence Uxley.” 


The greeter stared at the name under my finger. “You can’t be 
serious.” 


| pulled out the ticket print-out from the online vendor and showed it 
to him. Skitter presented hers as well, under "Stephanie Kitter’. We 
were really terrible at this whole pseudonym business. 


He stared at me, then at the tickets, then at the list, then at me 
again. “I, uh, I'll check?” 


“Good man,” | said, patting him on the shoulder. We walked past 
him, ignoring the fact that he immediately pulled out a phone. Who 
was he going to call? Everyone who would respond was already 
here. 


The response to our entrance was immediate. Even in the sea of 
people, we stood out; | was two inches taller thanks to my boots, 
plus another six inches of hair, so | was visible over the heads of the 
crowd. Anyone who wasn’t looking our way saw Skitter’s work, 
instead; a writhing black mass of insects that slowly occluded the 
outside world as they covered the windows like a curtain. On the 
outside, of course; we weren't trying to be rude. 


People made way for us as we walked into the center of the room, 
giving me a better view of the setup. There were drinks and 
refreshments along the wall to the left of the entrance. Most of the 
heroes were standing around a stage at the back of the room, which 
happened to be the direction we were walking in. To one side was 
the kids’ table, where the Wards were mingling with guests their age. 


The guests themselves were a cross section of the rich and 
influential; a lot of old white guys, plus various businessmen and 
minor celebrities. | think | recognized the owner of the local Palace 
franchise from a company photo Mom had shown us last Christmas. 
Director Piggot was in the corner, standing next to the Mayor and 
looking like she’d just swallowed a whole lemon. | also counted at 
least two local TV news crews, complete with cameras. 


The Protectorate came to meet us, forming up and advancing the 
moment they noticed something was wrong. Armsmaster was in 
front, covered in gleaming armor that left only his goatee exposed. 
He was flanked by Miss Militia and Beacon-Erin, in costume- 
facepalming as hard as she could at our presence. Assault and 
Battery were to their right, and Triumph and Velocity on their left. | 
looked around, but didn’t see a PRT squad in attendance. 
Overconfident to the extreme, not to have a single trooper here. 
“Hello!” | said cheerfully, sticking my hand out to shake. 


Armsmaster didn’t seem to have any clue how to react to that. He 
stared at me and my outstretched hand for a moment before 
deciding on a course of action. “You are trespassing,” he said. 


“We bought tickets!” | pulled out the print-outs and waved them in 
front of me. “Besides, this is a party for everyone who fought the 
Teeth, right?” 


“This is a fundraiser for the heroes who defend the city,” he growled. 
“You are both under arrest.” 


“| defended the city! And that one guy. What was his name? The one 
Glory Girl nearly killed?” | asked loudly enough to be heard by the 
entire room, then added under my breath, “Seems like another bad 
place to start a fight, sir.” 


“Armsmaster,” Beacon hissed, loud enough for me to hear but too 
low to carry to the crowd. “We can’t fight them here.” His frown 
turned into an outright scowl. 


“Come on, Armsmaster, surely you can put things aside for a night to 
celebrate ‘your’ success?” | asked, stressing the sarcasm on ‘your’. 
“Because if we start comparing score,” | whispered, “I think you are 
going to find you come up short. Congratulations on arresting an 
unconscious gangster, by the way.” 


Beacon attempted to defuse the situation by stepping forward and 
taking the hand | was still holding in Armsmaster’s direction. “I’m 
Beacon. But you already knew that.” The what the fuck are you 
thinking was communicated purely through body language. 


“Flux, freelance troublemaker, at your service,” | responded with a 
bow. 


“You are certainly making trouble,” she grumbled. 


“You can’t be serious,” Armsmaster protested. 


“What's the alternative?” Miss Militia asked. She sounded defeated. 
“You know how it would look if we started a brawl in the middle of the 
gallery.” 


“We'll be on our best behavior. Promise!” 


Armsmaster tightened his grip on his halberd. “Why did you come 
here?” he demanded. 


“To remind everyone that you weren't the only group out there 
fighting,” | said, once more projecting my voice to reach the whole 
room. “You cleaned up, but it was us who were in the thick of it.” | 
took a moment to Sweep my eyes across the heroes that were still 
moving to flank us. “You certainly came through just fine. All hale and 
healthy.” 


“You think a few broken bones is bad, you should have seen us last 
week,” Assault grumbled. Battery elbowed him. 


“Ah, yes, | heard about that. Must have been quite painful. You're 
lucky you have such a capable healer to fall back on.” | paused for 
effect. “We don’t, unfortunately, but we fought all the same.” 


Armsmaster seemed content to let him talk to us; he, Beacon, and 
Miss Militia retreated into a huddle behind the Protectorate line. 
“Does your friend talk?” Assault asked. 


“When | have to,” the walls and ceiling said with the voice of a million 
chittering, buzzing insects. Several people dropped what they were 
Carrying in surprise or fear, plastic cups and plates bouncing across 
the floor. 


| laughed nervously. Holy hell, Skitter! “We, uh, try to avoid that,” | 
said with a strained smile. 


“That is... probably wise,” he admitted. “Uh, could you get rid of the 
bugs?” 


“We did promise our best behavior,” Skitter said, her voice not 
backed by the legion of chitinous hell; she still had the bugs hidden 
on her person buzzing with her words, but it was only ‘off-putting’ 
rather than ‘terrifying’. The black cloud receded as the bugs pulled 
back to the lower floors. 


| asked Assault, “You're not going to try something clever like 
throwing me through a window, right?” 


“Of course not.” 


“Great!” | held out my hand, and he shook it. “I’m Flux. Nice to meet 
you!” 


“... likewise,” he said skeptically. He was a good enough sport to 
shake Skitter’s hand as well. “If you don’t mind me asking, why did 
you rob a bank?” 


“It was there? Just, you know, being all... banky.” | waved my hands 
in front of me in a Suggestion of the boxy building. “Putting all that 
money in one place is like a challenge: ‘I don’t think you can steal 
this.’ | just had to try.” 


Assault laughed. “Most people would call that crazy.” 


“I’m not a kleptomaniac. | can stop stealing any time | want!” | 
paused for a beat, then added. “Ooooh, food! Totally stealing that.” 
There were a few awkward laughs from the crowd as | headed over 
to the table and grabbed a fist-full of carrot sticks, ignoring the 
various dips entirely in favor of returning to center stage. “What’s up, 
doc?” 


Assault grabbed a carrot stick from my hand just to be obnoxious. “1 
think I’m getting a sense for you. Thrill-seeker, huh? Rob a bank 
‘cause it’s there. Punch the Teeth ‘cause they’re there. Crash a party 
‘cause it’s there.” 


“Life is too short to be boring.” That was not a great line. “But 
punching the Teeth was a public service!” | declared, wagging a 
carrot stick at him. 


“It's shorter when you have powerful people after you,” he warned 
me. 


“| think | burned that bridge when | hit Lung so hard he flewa 
hundred feet down the road.” 


“That was you two, wasn't it?” He looked between Skitter and |. He 
lowered his voice and whispered, “I heard you’d already KO’d Lung 
before Armsmaster even got there.” 


“You heard right,” she murmured back. | nodded and offered her a 
carrot stick, which prompted a hilarious are-you-fucking-serious 
head-tilt. 


The shock of our appearance was starting to fade; people were 
beginning to whisper to each other, and from there it would only be a 
short time before they began to talk among themselves normally. | 


grinned and waved at the crowd before telling Assault, “We’re not 
looking to fight. Honest.” 


“Not looking for trouble?” Battery asked, finally breaking her silence. 


“Always looking for trouble. But | think we’ve caused enough just by 
being here.” | held my hand out to her. 


“You think?” She rolled her eyes, but shook all the same. 
Assault raised an eyebrow behind his mask and turned to me. 
“For the company,” | said. 

“The company?” he repeated. 


“The company. Who do you think would be more fun to hang out 
with, us, or the Tin Tyrant over there?” 


“It is not tin,” Armsmaster growled. He’d finished his impromptu 
meeting. “Flux. Skitter. Out of respect for the proceedings tonight, | 
am willing to overlook your... history. Behave yourselves.” 


“We'll call it a truce,” Beacon said. “And that extends to any harm 
you may hope to do to our reputation, as well.” Aw, well, | didn’t 
really need the bonus anyway. “Let’s lay out some ground rules, 
shall we?” She took Skitter and | by the shoulder and dragged us off 
behind the stage while the rest of the Protectorate capes wandered 
off to reassure the public that no one was going to start throwing 
punches. 


| did hear Armsmaster grumble, “I think that ship has sailed,” as he 
stalked off, so at least I’d fulfilled the basic objective. 


“What the hell are you thinking?” she hissed at me once we were out 
of sight. 


“It’s better than the original plan?” 


“This is Coil’s plan?” She facepalmed again. “Well, you’re causing a 
lot less damage, I'll give you that much.” 


“Less damage than what?” Skitter whispered. 


“Well,” | whispered back, “if the team had been in better shape, Coil 
would have asked us to attack the fundraiser. Rob it, basically.” 


“That’s insane!” she said. | shrugged. “Wait, Coil?” 

“Oops,” | said insincerely. “Yeah, he’s your boss. He has bugs in the 
loft, too, which is why | never explain anything there. Err, listening 
devices. Not, you know-” 


“Exposition later, Flux,” Beacon interrupted me. “I need an honest 
answer. Is this the entire plan, or are you the decoys?” 


“As far as | know, this is it. Wait, gimme a moment... thirteen point 
eight one percent chance you guys will be needed elsewhere 


tonight.” 
“You still have that power?” 


“Stopped by to refresh it this afternoon,” | said. “Everything going 
okay, B?” 


“Thus far. | guess you used precog to make sure everything would 
line up?” 


“Well, eighty percent sure.” 


“Only eighty percent?” she asked. “Whatever. Enjoy the party; I’m 
going to go make sure Armsmaster doesn’t say anything stupid in his 
frustration.” She headed back onto the floor. 


My phone buzzed, and | pulled it out to see a text from an unknown 
number that read, ‘DID YOU JUST GET ARRESTED ON LIVE TV 
LIKE AN IDIOT???’. Oh, right, | gave Faultline my direct number. | 
laughed and replied with ‘nope ;)’ before slipping it back into my 
pocket. 


“SO, quick summary,” | said to Skitter, ticking off point on my fingers, 
“I’ve got connections in odd places; Tattletale got a look at some of it 
and got spooked. Coil is a control freak who wants leverage over the 
people he works with, and he has serious leverage on her, which I’m 
still planning to help her with even though she’s avoiding me. The 
Saint Patrick’s Day comment was a clue to her, because he’s known 
for driving the snakes out of Ireland, and Coil’s got a snake motif 
going on. He’s a real creep, by the way. Uh, what else... | have 
access to a very powerful but limited precog power, but it fades with 
use.” | looked at my four extended fingers. “So basically, the TLDR is 
that you’re seeing a bit of a conspiracy pile-up at the moment. 
Anything else you want to know?” 


“Not really,” she said carefully. “You'd tell me more if you could, 
right?” 


“Eh,” | waggled my hand, “we’re sort of under a time constraint. | can 
tell you more now, if there’s anything you want to ask before we 
head back out to the floor.” | looked around. “This is probably a good 
time to ask, since | doubt anyone’s listening in.” 


| had apparently forgotten that Taylor didn’t ask questions. She 
shook her head, and we went back out to mingle. 


The brief moment we'd been out of sight had been enough for the 
party to resume, and our reappearance wasn’t overly disruptive. In 
fact, one of the news crews was feeling brave enough to approach. 
The perky young female reporter had to visibly steel herself before 
stepping in front of us, but she did it all the same. “Hello. I’m Chloe 
Meadows, with Channel Six News. | was wondering if | could ask 
you a few questions?” 


| shot a look at Skitter. “You can ask, but we may not answer,” she 
said. 


“Right. Thank you.” Chloe took a deep, calming breath before 
reaffixing her smile and turning back to her cameraman, who looked 
even more uncomfortable with the situation despite being a ‘safe’ 
distance away. She went through a short intro before heading 
straight into the interview. “Why did you decide to attend tonight’s 
fundraiser?” 


Skitter looked at me to answer that one. It was a perfect soap-box to 
trash-talk the hero’s accomplishments, but I’d agreed to behave, so | 
said, “I just wanted to be included, you know?” 


“Included?” Chloe prompted. 


“In the celebration. It wasn’t just the heroes out there fighting this 
week. It’s our city too, and we did our part.” | was pretty sure talking 
ourselves up wasn’t violating the agreement, and | was prepared to 
argue the case in the court of public opinion. 


“We don’t have the heroes’ resources, but we showed up all the 
same,” Skitter added, drawing attention to the sling on her arm. 


“Care to share the story behind that?” 


“| was dueling Xerxes, master versus master. | had the upper hand, 
but the Teeth arrived to bail him out.” 


“What's it like, fighting another master?” Chloe asked. She was fully 
invested in the interview now, having forgotten who she was 
interviewing. 


“It’s different every time. Against Xerxes, neither of our minions 
worked on the other’s, so it was down to who found who first, and | 
won.” She shrugged. “But his help arrived first, so | guess it wasn’t 
really a victory after all.” 


“Where was your help?” 

“Fighting other capes,” she answered with another shrug. 

“Cape fights are hectic, especially when you have movers or shakers 
in play,” | added. “Capes often pair off just to reduce the complexity, 
turn one giant clusterfu-” | remembered halfway through that | was 
likely on live TV, “-fluffle into a lot of little kerfluffles.” 

“That’s doubly true for capes on the outskirts,” Skitter agreed. “As 
masters, neither me or Xerxes were near the center of the fight, so 
we were out of sight of the, uh, ‘clusterfluffle’.” 


“What do you think of the heroes’ contributions to the fight against 
the Teeth?” 


Now that was a softball question if I'd ever heard one. “They... did 
defend parts of the city.” Damning by faint praise is fair, right? 


“They were certainly doing things,” Skitter agreed. 


“| see...” The implications hadn't been lost on Chloe, it seemed. 
“Would you’ve still fought, if the Protectorate had been more 
effective?” 


“| would have been happier to not have been needed,” Skitter said, 
and | nodded along with her answer. “They have access to 
manpower, equipment, and healing that we don't.” She shifted her 
broken arm again. “The fact that we had to fight, without any of that, 
is... not great.” 


“Don’t you think it’s hypocritical to accuse the heroes of failing to 
defend you, when they often need to defend other people from you?” 
Chloe asked, then blanched when her brain caught up to her mouth. 


Skitter seemed just as shocked as Chloe at the question, so | quickly 
stepped in. 


“That's a great question.” | beamed at her. “There’s probably a whole 
debate to be had about whether villains ought to be included in the 
social contract when it comes to police protection-and Protectorate, 
uh, protection, of course. | mean, criminals lose certain rights when 
convicted, like voting or the right to own guns, but those are positive 
rights, things one /s able to do, while police protection is... passive? 
It’s something you can expect to have, | guess. | mean, you wouldn't 
argue that the fire department should ignore a burning car just 
because the owner’s a criminal, right? And part of that is because, 
obviously, fire is dangerous no matter what, but the same logic 
applies to police action. If something should be stopped, it doesn’t 
really matter who it’s happening to. 


“Even if you don’t buy that, if you argue that being a criminal means 
withdrawing from the social contract, cape identities make the issue 
really messy. Like, if a villain is never caught, can they be ‘convicted’ 
without violating the rights guaranteed to defendants? And even if 
they can, how can that apply to their civilian identity if that’s still a 
secret? Once we take off our masks, we're just people. Hell, we go 
out of our way to be ‘just people’, because identities are serious 
business. If you saw me in trouble out of costume, you’d have no 


idea that | robbed a bank. You’d assume | was just as deserving of 
protection as anyone else.” 


| caught myself babbling, remembered the question, and continued, 
“Sorry, | got off track. That’s all good stuff to think about, but it’s not 
the issue here. We weren't ‘victims of violence’ in the traditional 
sense. We’re more like... volunteers. On the one hand, we chose to 
participate, so it’s no longer a question of ‘deserving police 
protection’ like bystanders. On the other, we only did so because we 
didn’t think the Teeth would be defeated without us.” 


Chloe had taken the opportunity granted by my long-winded, 
rambling response to take a few deep breaths and get some color 
back into her face. “Thank you for your thoughts,” she said 
awkwardly, before setting her shoulders and plunging onward. 
“Would you say you, uh, ‘volunteered’ because the heroes weren't 
doing the job?” 


“Let’s not speak ill of the Protectorate at their own event,” | 
responded breezily, implying that that was the only reason | wasn’t 
dragging them through the mud. 


“Yes, of course.” She swallowed. “The fighting against the Teeth was 
unusually deadly, wasn’t it? Cape deaths are usually rare, but in only 
a week, the city lost four capes, and the Teeth, six. How do you feel 
about that?” 


About being responsible for three of them, you mean? | thought, 
letting Skitter field the question. She ended up delivering a 
respectable lecture on the topic. 


“It's a matter of escalation,” she said. “Well, that and reprisal. First 
off, the more force you use, the more force the other side brings. A 
fight can start with nothing but posturing, but as soon as someone 
throws a punch, that’s the new, uh, ‘level’ of force. And if it Keeps 
going from there, pretty soon everyone's throwing around attacks 
that will kill someone, eventually-it’s just a matter of who gets hit. 


“Reprisal, though, is what happens around the fights. If one side kills 
someone, then maybe the next time, the other side goes out of their 
way to do the same. Or, maybe the only reason they haven’t been 
doing that is because they know you’d do the same. As long as 
everyone sticks to those rules... well, you get the status quo. 


“On the other hand, if they kill one of yours-I| mean, deliberately, 
rather than the rare ‘normal’ death-you have to respond to show 
them that there will be consequences, or they’ll Keep doing it. That’s 
what happened here. The Teeth started killing, and we retaliated 
because that sort of tit-for-tat enforcement is the only thing that 
keeps the rules of politeness in place.” 


“Politeness?” Chloe repeated dubiously. 


“Well, you said the fighting was ‘unusually’ deadly,” Skitter pointed 
out. “That’s because, ‘usually’, both sides hold back, knowing that 
anything they do will be answered in kind.” 


The reporter stared at Skitter for a moment before collecting her 
thoughts. “That’s... very harsh.” 


“It’s lawless,” | said. “We don’t have our own courts. Might makes 
might, and you can do what you can get away with. It’s not a nice 
way to live.” 


“But you chose it anyway?” 
“The alternative was being a hero,” Skitter said irritably. 


“Uh, right.” Chloe cleared her throat nervously. “Why do you think 
this turned so deadly?” 


“The Butcher,” Skitter said. 


“She went straight to killing because she knew that whoever killed 
her would still lose,” | explained. “Her strategy was to offer a no-win 


scenario. Either no one kills her, and she gets to do whatever she 
wants, or someone kills her, and there’s a new Butcher in a month.” 


“That’s an excellent segue. Everyone is curious as to who it was who 
killed the Butcher. Do you have any speculation you'd care to 
share?” 


That was the cue to exit. “It’s been nice talking to you, Chloe,” | said 
firmly, shaking her hand. Skitter did the same, and we turned and 
walked away without giving her an opportunity to protest. | heard her 
stumble through her sign-off behind us. “You did great there,” | told 
Skitter. “I bet she wasn’t expecting a couple of essayists.” 


“Thanks. That was actually... fun.” She seemed surprised at her own 
words. “Where to now?” 


“They say you should never meet your heroes.” | paused, then 
grinned. “Let’s ignore that, shall we?” 


| was tempted to try to strike up a conversation with Piggot, just to be 
obnoxious, but | thought better of it and sought out Miss Militia 
instead. She was by the refreshment table, holding a cup despite 
having her mouth covered, which gave me an opportunity to graba 
glass of water as well. “Miss Militia!” | said, extending a hand to 
shake. “I’m a huge fan!” 


“Flux,” she said, with more warmth than I'd have expected. “I was 
very surprised to see you here.” She shook my hand, then Skitter’s 
as well. 


“I’m just too damn troublesome to stay away,” | said. “That said, | 
hope | didn’t cause any serious harm? Today, | mean.” 


“Not yet,” she allowed. “I don’t think you could say the same for your 
actions last month.” 


| shrugged. “At least | managed to avoid injuring the hostages.” 


“Yes. And got quite a bit of attention for it.” She glanced at Skitter. 
“You also didn’t follow through on your threat to harm Panacea.” 


Skitter shifted awkwardly under the attention. “She can’t heal 
herself,” she muttered. 


“Not everyone would have respected that.” 
“We can be bad guys without being evil,” | said 


Miss Militia made a non-committal noise. “If you don’t mind me 
asking... why did you decide to be, uh, ‘bad guys’?” 


Skitter passed to buck to me. | glanced around, but everyone 
seemed to be keeping a respectful distance. “I’m only speaking for 
myself, here, but | wasn’t just being flippant with Assault when | said 
| went villain for the company.” | grabbed a couple crackers off the 
table and started munching. 


She raised an eyebrow, but didn’t question me further. Instead, she 
turned to Skitter. “And you?” 


“| wasn't being flippant either,” Skitter said. “Il wanted to be a hero, 
once. Before | realized who they were.” 


“You're saying the law failed you?” 


“Worse than just ‘failing’.” She took a deep breath. “A hero caused 
me to trigger. Or someone calling themselves a hero, a member of 
the Protectorate in good standing. Through deliberate malice.” 


“Here?” 
“Here.” 


Miss Militia stared at Skitter for a few moments, mulling over her 
words. “That is a serious accusation.” 


“| can't prove it,” Skitter said. “I tried. No one listened to me. No one 
cared. But... | don’t need to. It’s over with.” She looked up, meeting 
Miss Militia’s eyes with her lenses. “I’ve chosen my path.” 


“I’m sorry to hear that.” Miss Militia took a moment to work the straw 
in her cup through her scarf and take a drink, then asked, “When you 
Say it’s ‘over with’, what do you mean?” 


“| mean it doesn’t matter anymore.” 
“Then do you have a reason to remain a villain?” she asked. 


“You mean other than the criminal record?” Skitter replied. “I’m not 
going to turn myself in, if that’s what you asking.” 


“Even if showing up here in costume almost accomplished the same 
thing,” | added. 


Skitter eloowed me with her good arm. Miss Militia ignored my joke. 
“The robbery does complicate things.” 


“Shadow Stalker.” Skitter sighed, letting her shoulders slump. “1 
wasn't trying to hurt her that badly. That was an accident.” 


Miss Militia took another drink. “| guessed as much,” she said. “I’m 
not sure that’s much comfort to her, though.” 


The conversation died, and after an awkward goodbye, | wandered 
off to find someone else to annoy. 


---X==X==X--- 
“Miss me?” | asked as | drew even with the Wards’ table. 
“Oh god,” Clockblocker whispered. 


“Relax,” | drawled. “It’s a truce! At a party! Besides, we didn’t hurt 
you too badly, right?” 


“We’re down a member,” Vista said. 
“That wasn't our fault.” 


“Everything that happened is your fault! Or would a roaming cloud of 
mace have climbed down Stalker’s throat without you?” 


“Truce, guys,” Gallant reminded us. “Let’s calm down and not scare 
people, okay?” 


“| don’t think she’s going to have much luck there,” Clockblocker 
said, looking at Skitter. 


Skitter shrugged. “If life gives you lemons, make a lemon costume.” 
She cleared her throat. “I am sorry for what happened to Stalker, for 
what it’s worth. | was trying to be nonlethal.” 


“Sorry isn’t going to fix it,” Vista shot back. 

“Neither is your attitude,” | replied. Vista opened her mouth to reply, 
but thought better of it. “Anyway. We had a great skirmish, right? Fun 
all around?” | glanced at Kid Win. “I did save you from a nasty fall, 
you know.” 

“Yeah, | know,” he grumbled. “And turned me into a goddamn joke.” 


“Aw, come on, you’re more popular than ever! Besides, it’s not like / 
started the photoshop thread.” 


He shrugged. “It wasn’t my idea.” 


“Yeah, | figured. They were trying to distract people, get them talking 
about anything other than...” 


“How badly we did?” he suggested sullenly. 
“| was more thinking of the Glory Girl thing.” 


“Oh.” 


“| wish I'd only had to deal with a lamppost,” Aegis said. 
“| didn’t think a pole would hold you. Sorry about your arms.” 
“I’ve had worse.” 


“Good, good.” | looked over the group. “Clockblocker! How are you 
doing?” 


“Good?” he squeaked. 
“Is he arachnophobic?” | asked Gallant. 
“No, he’s... it’s a long story.” 


“Oh, yeah, | say that all the time when | don’t want to explain 
something.” 


“Which is always,” Skitter added. “You guys were all okay, though, 
right? | didn’t sting you with anything venomous.” 


Browbeat nodded. “The director mentioned that. A city full of black 
widows and brown recluses, and no spider bites anywhere.” 


“Plus, we even managed to avoid hurting the hostages. Despite your 
heroism,” | added to the person currently stomping towards us. 


Victoria Dallon wasn't in her costume, but she still looked ready to 
launch herself straight at my throat. “Flux.” 


“Glory Girl!” | said happily. “Have fun in the vault?” | held my hand 
out. She took it and squeezed as hard as she could, crushing it into 
a lump. We both stared at my hand as | slowly raised it in front of my 
face. 


She paled. “I... what the hell? You’re supposed to be a brute! What 
the hell!” 


| released the rubbery effect, causing my hand to snap back to 
normal. “Just kidding,” | said as | wiggled my fingers. “You really 
ought to be more careful.” 


“You... you... !” Victoria was actually hovering an inch off the floor, 
poised to strike, before she took a deep, calming breath. “You... are 
quite possibly the bitchiest villain | have ever arrested.” 


“You haven't arrested me.” 
“Twill.” 


“| look forward to it,” | said. “It'll make for a great photo in the papers, 
right?” | turned back to the Wards, then remembered to ask, “Say, 
where’s your sist-” 


Then | was flying across the room. Someone screamed as | 
slammed into a crowd of people and knocked them to the floor like 
bowling pins before rolling to a stop at Armsmaster’s feet. 


For a long, surreal moment, the entire floor was dead silent. 


| raised my hand in front of my face, index finger extended, and 
solemnly announced, “I would like to report a crime.” 


He responded by tasing me. 


Chapter 33: Quiet 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan sheltered this chapter 
through trying times. 


Chapter 33: Quiet 


“| think that went well,” | said as we watched the evening news back 
in the loft. 


“You got tased,” Taylor said. 


“Costume blocked most of it.” It still hurt like a motherfucker; | 
needed to remember that there was a difference between electricity- 
proof and electricity-resistant. 


“You were on the ground, writhing in pain.” 


“| was playing it up for the cameras,” | lied. “Besides, getting Glory 
Girl arrested on live TV was worth it. | definitely earned that bonus.” 


“Bonus?” Brian asked. 

“| got paid fifty grand for just for showing up, but | could earn up to 
four hundred for ‘truly impressive humiliation’ of the Protectorate. | 
think that-” | waved at the TV screen, which read ‘So Much for 
Accountability?’ “-counts.” My quest log agreed; the optional 
objective was marked as complete, with (350k/350k) beside it. 


Alec did a spit-take beside me. “Wait, what?” he asked. “Four 
hundred grand?” 


“You said it wasn’t worth any amount of money.” 


“Yeah, but... you got paid four hundred grand?” 


“| haven’t been paid yet, but | damn well want the entire bonus. Now 
hush.” 


The news channel we were watching cut to the footage they’d been 
playing all night. One of the camera crews had kept point at the 
Wards’ table during our conversation. You couldn’t make out any of 
the words, but you could clearly see the Wards begin to relax, only 
for Glory Girl to shake my hand into paste, then blur into punching 
me in the face hard enough to send me flying out of the frame and 
causing the camera-man to drop his camera in surprise. The video 
hung for a moment on a badly slanted freeze frame of the rest of the 
Wards. The expression on their faces was the real kicker; they were 
all staring at Glory Girl in horror. 


“Man,” | muttered, “she moves fast!” 
“She was trying to kill you!” Brian said. 
“Yeah, well, she did a piss poor job of it.” 


On screen, | spasmed as Armsmaster shocked me with the butt of 
his halberd. My protests and accusations were very audible, but 
someone had captioned the video anyway. Skitter ran over, the 
Wards hot on her heels, quickly forming a press of bodies that hid 
me from sight. The actual discussion was inaudible due to the press 
of people-deliberately, I’m sure-but in the end, the Protectorate 
reluctantly arrested Glory Girl. She submitted to cuffs and was led off 
camera by the PRT squad who had originally mobilized to arrest us. 


| did have one thing to complain about. “I can’t believe they didn’t 
arrest her for hitting me.” 


“What did they arrest her for, then?” Alec asked. 


“Assaulting the people she launched me into. I’m serious!” | added 
when he started laughing. “Punching me was a-okay, apparently.” 


“You've been legally recognized as a projectile!” he cried, cackling at 
my irritation. 


“It’s the right message to send,” Taylor pointed out. “Collateral 
damage, right?” 


“Who’s side are you on, here?” | asked. She stuck her tongue out at 
me. “You know,” | complained, “I was actually enjoying the party, but 
they kicked us out after that.” 

“| still don’t understand how you weren't both arrested,” Brian said. 
“Want to know the secret?” | asked. 

“Sure.” 


“| have no idea either.” 


Brian opened his mouth to argue, then gave up on logic and went 
back to watching the news. 


“Thanks for the assist, by the way,” | added to Taylor. She’d been the 
one to point out to Armsmaster that the assault had been caught on 
camera. 


Note to self: ask Max if he could add video capture capabilities to my 
goggles. One never knew when that would come in handy. 


“No problem,” Taylor said. “Did you plan all of that?” 
“What? No, not even a little. How competent do you think | am?” 


“Let me have my illusions,” she said. “It means | can pretend you 
have the situation under control rather than freaking out.” 


“Hah. Well, you did great on the interview. Did you catch that?” | 
asked the boys. 


“Yeah,” Brian said. 


“Someone was live-posting it,” Alec added. “You check the PHO 
thread?” 


“No. Thanks for reminding me to troll my thread, though.” 

“Anytime.” 

| went and grabbed Lisa’s-or perhaps just the loft’s-laptop off the 
table and skimmed through the thread, then scrolled back to the top 
of the page when we'd first entered and starting reading in earnest. / 


wonder if watching the archived video is worth having to listen to my 
Own voice. 
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hospex (Original Poster) 


Posted On Apr 14th 2011: 


Flux: Brute/Striker. Snazzy jacket. Crazy hair. Ham and Cheese 
personality. 


Discuss 

(Showing page 19 of 29) 
> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Speculating about who killed the Butcher is in bad taste no matter 
whose thread it's in. 


> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

OMFG I'm at the forsburg event and flux just walked it. 
EDIT: picture 

> hospex (Original Poster) 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@rudyj no way. pic? 

> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@rudyj no way. 

EDIT: holy shit what the hell? LOL 


> ReknownMeal 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@rudyj are you safe? 

> Bookwurm 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@rudyj what are we looking at here? 
> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Is the entire team there, or just Flux? 
> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 
@ReknownMeal so far? Nothings happened yet. 


@Bookwurm sorry pic is bad. Its hard to get a good view. Fluxes 
talking to heroes now. 


@LunakR flux and skitter 

> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

OH DUCK THERE ARE SO MANY BUGS 

> Tetromino 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

If you're in BB chan 4 has a camera on her right now. 


@rudyj stay safe! 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 17, 18, 19, 20, 21... 27, 28, 29 
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> Meezoo 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Oh god | hope he's okay. 

> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

It's too late. Autocorrect got him. Rest In Peace rudyj. 
> Bookwurm 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Autocorrupt PGs another innocent man. RIP 

> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

I'm fine. Bugs are outside. Finally got a good pic! img_57341 
> Faultline (Verified Cape) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

You have got to be shitting me. 

> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


I'm not in BB! :( Is this on national yet? 


> Meezoo 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Is Skitter in a cast? 

> Angry Flounder 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

LMAO at Faultline's response. Total disbelief. Perfect. 
> hospex (Original Poster) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


@LunaR dunno if you found this yet but you can watch their 
coverage live online here 


> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Aha! There's a mirror on their website! 

EDIT @hospex wow, ninja! 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 18, 19, 20, 21, 22... 27, 28, 29 
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> ReknownMeal 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@Meezoo Looks like it. 

DAMN they're facing down the entire Protectorate alone! 


> rudyj 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@Meezoo yes skitter has her arm in a sling. 

> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Ok, | love flux but... what the hell is she thinking? 
> Snifit 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

@hospex thanks for the link! 

> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


@TheBigFreeze | don't know. Wish the audio on the stream was 
better. 


EDIT: And Beacon just arrested both of them. Fucking RIP. 
> Jura Hawk 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

What the fuck did they think was going to happen?? LOL 
> Dancing Doctor 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


I'm closer that rudyj (PIC). Beacon offered them a truce, then 
dragged them off to lay down rules or something. They're not under 
arrest. (YET) 


> ReknownMeal 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 


@Dancing awesome. Also you made me spit milk out my nose with 
NET: 


> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Confirmed they're not arrested. img_57346. 
> rudyj 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

OMG she's doing an interview LOL 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 19, 20, 21, 22, 23... 27, 28, 29 
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> Meezoo 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Seriously? Where? 

> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

It's not channel 4. EDIT Channel 6! 

> MP404 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Hahahaha | literally just looked this thread up because | was 
watching ch6 news at home. Chloe wants that promotion REALLY 
BADLY. 


> Thimbler 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Respect to anyone willing to stand within arms reach of a villain who 
can punch walls down. 


> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

This interview is fucking awesome holy shit. 

> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Gonna be posting the QA asap, excuse errors. 
(C)hloe/(F)lux/(S)kitter, commentary below. 


C: Why did you decide to attend tonight's fundraiser? 
F: | wanted to be included, yanno? 
C: Included? 


F: In the celebration. It wasn't just the heroes out there fighting last 
week. It's our city too, and we did a part. 


S: We don't have the heroes resources, but we showed up all the 
same. 


| cannot believe this is happening. Just.... what. 


> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 
(CONT) 
C: Care to share the story behind [your sling]? 


S: | was dueling Xerxes, master vs master. | had the upper hand, but 
the Teeth arrived to bail him out. 


C: What's it like, fighting another master? 
S: It's different every time. Against Xerxes, neither our minions 
worked on the others, so it was down to who found who first, and | 


won, but his help arrived first, so | guess it wasn't really a victory 
after all. 


C: Where was your help? 

S: (Shrugs) Fighting other capes, 

F: Cape fights are hectic, especially when you have movers or 
shakers in play. Capes often pair off just to reduce the complexity, 


turn one giant clusterfluffle into a lot of little kerfluffles. 


S: That's doubly true for capes on the outskirts. As masters, neither 
me or Xerxes were near the center of the fight, so we were out of 
sight of the clusterfluffle. 


Interesting if you like cape fight details. Also god damn | knew Flux 
was a ham but wow. 


> ReknownMeal 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 
"Clusterfluffle" is going straight into my vocabulary. 


> LunaR 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Wow Flux is throwing some serious shade. 

> TheBigFreeze 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

OH MY GOD DID SHE REALLY JUST SAY THAT??? 
End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 20, 21, 22, 23, 24... 27, 28, 29 
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> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 

(CONT) 


C: What do you think of the heroes' contributions to the fight against 
the Teeth? 


F: They did defend parts of the city. 
S: They were certainly doing things. 


C: | see. Would you've still fought, if the Protectorate had been more 
effective? 


S: | would of been happier to not have been needed. They have 
access to manpower, equipment and healing that we don't. The fact 
that we had to fight without any of that isn't great. 


It's not shocking that a couple of villains would have issues with the 
heroes, but damn that was savage. 


> Wavelength 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 

HOLY SHIT ROFLMAO talk about not thinking before you speak! 
> cluesmeyer 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

HOLY SHIT the look on her face hahahahaha 

> LunaR 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


"Savage" is right. "The heroes defended PARTS of the city," she 
says. Brutal. 


Also echoing the laughter at Chloe's face after she asked that last 
question. 


> Herbie97 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

RIP Chloe, whenever-05/05/11 

> Bookwurm 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

That was actually a surprisingly insightful answer. 
Did she have that prepared? 

> Neoros 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


NGL | kinda wish | was there. 


> Angry Flounder 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

| swear to god these two are just completely out of fucks to give. 
> MP404 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Chloes okay if anyone cares. 

> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

(CONT) 


C: Do you think it's hypocritical to accuse the heroes of failing to 
defend you when they need to defend other people FROM you? 


C: (realizes what she said, turns white as a sheet) 


F: (smiling) That's a great question. There's probably a whole debate 
to be had about whether villains oughta be included in the social 
contract when it comes to police protection and Protectorate 
protection, of course, | mean, criminals lose certain rights when 
convicted like voting or the right to own guns, but those are positive 
rights one is able to do, while police protection is passive, it's 
something you can expect to have. You wouldn't argue that the fire 
department should ignore a burning car just because the owner's a 
criminal, and part of that is because, obviously, fire is dangerous no 
matter what, but the same logic applies to police action. If something 
should be stopped, it doesn't really matter who it's happening to. 
Even if you don't buy that, if you argue that being a criminal means 
withdrawing from the social contract, cape identities make the issue 
really messy. If a villain is never caught, can they be convicted 
without violating rights guaranteed to defendants? Even if they can, 
how can that apply to their civilian identity if that's still secret? Once 


we take off our masks, we're just people, hell, we go out of our way 
to be just people, because identities are serious business. If you saw 
me in trouble out of costume, you'd have no idea | robbed a bank. 
You'd assume | was just as deserving of protection as anyone else. 
Sorry, | got off track. That's good stuff to think about, but it's not the 
issue here. We weren't victims of violence in the traditional sense. 
We're more like volunteers. On the one hand, we chose to 
participate, so it's no longer a question of deserving police protection 
like bystanders. On the other, we only did so because we didn't think 
the Teeth would be defeated without us. 


WALL OF TEXT. | had to listen to this one like 5 times. Flux does not 
shut up. 


Yeah | have no idea what Chloe was thinking with that question. 
Lotta villains would paste you for that. Also its apparently harder to 
get Skitter to shut up than it is to get her to talk in the first place! 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 21, 22, 23, 24, 25... 27, 28, 29 
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> ReknownMeal 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Holy wall of text! EDIT Wait, you mean its hard to get flux to shut up 
or...? 


> LunaR 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 


Anyone else think this might have been arranged beforehand? 
Skitter gave a damn presentation on villain etiquette. 


> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 


(CONT) 


C: Would you say you, uh, "volunteered" because the heroes weren't 
doing the job? 


F: Let's not speak ill of the Protectorate at their own event. 


Flux continues her brutal roast of the heroes by refusing to continue 
her brutal roast of the heroes. 4D chess. 


@ReknownMeal, | meant Skitter because Flux running her mouth is 
normal but once Skitter gets going she keeps going. 


> Bookwurm 
Replied On May 5th 2011: 


@LunakR nah. | think they're just happy someones ASKING, you 
know? 


You got another wall of text coming up from Skitter for the next 
question? Also, grats on your new tag! 


> hospex (Original Poster) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

Any idea what Skitter meant about being a hero? 

> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

(CONT) 

C: The fighting against the Teeth was unusually deadly, wasn't it? 


Cape deaths are usually rare, but in only a week the city lost 4 capes 
and the Teeth 6. How do you feel about that? 


S: It's a matter of escalation, well, that and reprisal. First off, the 
more force you use, the more force the other side brings. A fight can 
start with nothing but posturing, but as soon as someone throws a 
punch, that's the new level of force, and if it Keeps going from there, 
pretty soon everyone's throwing around attacks that will kill someone 
eventually. It's just a matter of who gets hit. Reprisal, though, is what 
happens around the fights. If one side kills someone, then maybe the 
next time the other side goes out of their way to do the same, or 
maybe the only reason they haven't been doing that is because they 
know you'd do the same. As long as everyone sticks to those rules, 
well, you get the status quo. On the other hand, if they kill one of 
yours, | mean, deliberately, rather than the rare normal death, you 
have to respond to show them that there will be consequences, or 
they'll Keep doing it. That's what happened here. The Teeth started 
killing and we retaliated because that sort of tit for tat enforcement is 
the only thing that keeps the rules of politeness in place. 


C: Politeness? 

S: Well, you said the fighting was "unusually" deadly. That's because 
usually both sides hold back, knowing that anything they do will be 
answered in kind. 


C: That's very harsh. 


F: It's lawless. We don't have our own courts. Might makes right and 
you can do what you can get away with. It's not a nice way to live. 


C: But you chose it anyway? 
S: The alternative was being a hero. 


Skitter obviously has some "issues" with the heroes. And yay, tag, 
whatever. It's nifty | guess. 


> LunaR 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 


@hospex no clue. Some bad blood between her + a hero, maybe? 
> Angry Flounder 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

We may never know, since the interview's over. 

> CarboHydra (Transcriber) (Veteran Member) 

Replied On May 5th 2011: 

(CONT) 

C: Why do you think this turned so deadly? 

S: The Butcher. 


F: She went straight to killing because she knew that whoever killed 
her would still lose. Her strategy was to offer a no win scenario. 
Either no one kills her and she gets to do whatever she wants, or 
someone kills her and there's a new Butcher in a month. 


C: That's an excellent segue. Everyone is curious as to who it was 
who killed the Butcher. Do you have any speculation you'd care to 
share? 


F: It's been nice talking to you, Chloe. 

F&S: (leave immediately) 

Today's lesson: speculation about the Butcher is a no-go topic even 
(perhaps ESPECIALLY) for the capes who fought her. And thus ends 


the interview, which probably should never have started in the first 
place. 


> ReknownMeal 


Replied On May 5th 2011: 


I'm looking forward to people interviewing Chloe about this interview. 
Recursion IRL 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29 


“Say, Kasey?” Taylor whispered. 

“Yeah?” 

“Did you ever, you know... help Sophia?” 

“No. | tried, but she refused.” 

“Why?” 

| shrugged. “She said she didn’t want my help.” 
“Your help, specifically?” she asked. 


“| mean, | guess. Why? Like you said, even if | had you give it to her, 
it'd still be from me.” 


“Yeah, | know.” She hesitated a moment, then continued, “But it 
could be from Skitter.” 


“You said that was a terrible idea,” | reminded her. 
“It is. Do you have a better one?” 
“No.” 


Taylor nodded glumly. “Tomorrow, maybe?” she asked. “During 
school?” 


“Sure. | guess. Do you have a plan?” 


“Not really,” she said. “Il guess we'll just... figure it out as we go.” 


=--XS=XKS=X === 


Our plan was pretty simple. It was a bad plan, but we couldn't think 
of a better one, so plan ‘we are going to regret this so much’ it was. 


We slipped out of school during lunch, which meant we crept into 
Sophia’s back yard around half past one. Skitter had black sweats 
over her costume; it was the work of a couple minutes for her to ditch 
her disguise and get her ‘game face’ on, complicated only slightly by 
her sling. | hid the pile of clothes under a hedge while Skitter scouted 
the building. “She’s alone,” she whispered. “Gimme the thing.” 


| pulled out the potion-ruby red and glistening. Skitter took the phial 
carefully, tucking it into a pouch on her belt, then nodded. 


| knocked on the door. 

“Hello?” Sophia called. “Who’s there?” 

“Me!” 

“Hudson? Why are you in my backyard?” 

“It ll be easier to explain if | don’t have to yell!” 


| could only imagine the expression on Sophia's face right now. 
“Come in, you idiot.” 


Sophia was right where | expected her to be. She’d muted the TV to 
yell at me, and turned it all the way off once | was inside. “Is there a 

reason you snuck into the yard rather than using the front door like a 
normal person?” 


“Yeah. |... uh... look. Don’t freak out, okay? I, uh... Skitter contacted 
me.” 


“She what.” 


“She contacted me. While | was looking for help for you, okay? She 
had something, and she wanted to give it to you, and she figured, 
okay, let’s ask someone to deliver it-” 


“And you believe her?” Sophia yelled. 


“| checked! | checked her source, I’d found the same cape when | 
was looking for help! It’s legit. And | get that you don’t want to take 
my help, but... look, she’s, uh, here-” 


“She’s what!?” 


“She’s here. That’s why | came in the back. It would be a bit 
awkward to have her sitting on your front porch.” Sophia just stared 
at me. “Can | call her in?” 


“| cannot fucking believe this. Is this a joke?” 


“It’s not a joke,” Skitter said as she walked into the room, buzzing 
insects echoing her words. 


Sophia grabbed for her phone, but | got there first, pinning the phone 
against the tray with one hand. “Chill!” | said. “Relax! | swear, this is 
fine!” 


The look of betrayal Sophia was giving me really hurt. “Why are you 
in my home?” Sophia growled. 


“Because | made a mistake,” Skitter said as she stepped forward. “1 
tried to do a nonlethal takedown, and it went wrong.” 


“You're here to apologize?” 


“No. That wouldn’t mean anything." She slowly and deliberately 
reached down to her belt, withdrawing the phial from its pouch and 
holding it up to shine in the light. “This is a drug that is capable of 
curing brain damage.” 


“Yeah, pull the other one. You really expect me to drink something 
you hand me?” 


“If | wanted to hurt you, | wouldn’t need to show myself at all. | could 
have a spider bite you in your sleep, and that would be that.” 


“Seriously?” | asked. “That’s your argument? Could you at least try to 
be convincing?” 


Both girls ignored my outburst. “Where do you get something like 
that?” Sophia asked. 


“Connections.” 
“Sure. ‘Connections’. How much does something like that cost?” 
“We stole sixty thousand dollars from the bank,” Skitter said. 


“And that’s your cut?” Sophia asked. Skitter didn’t say anything, lying 
by implication. “Why?” 


“To clear my conscience,” Skitter said simply. 

“That’s all? No favors? No strings attached?” 

“| already owe this to you,” she said. “Take it, and we’re even.” 
“You're serious?” Sophia asked 

“Extremely.” 

She shook her head in disbelief. “Bullshit. No way.” 


Skitter didn’t respond. She simply sat there, holding the phial, 
waiting. 


“| checked,” | said. “This is the real deal.” 


“No way,” Sophia repeated. “There’s... this is a fucking joke, right? 
You're going to laugh at me when | accept, for thinking it would 
actually work?” 


“No,” Skitter said. “This isn’t a joke, or a prank, or a trick. I’m 
correcting a mistake. Clearing my conscience.” She slowly 
approached the bed and set the potion down on the attached table, 
just within Sophia’s reach, before stepping back. | let go of the 
phone, praying she wouldn't dial nine-one-one, or something stupid 
like that. She didn’t, leaving the phone where it lay while studying my 
face, then Skitter’s. 


Sophia reached out and picked the phial with shaking hands, 
bringing it up to her face to study it. “This is actually a cure?” She 
stared at it for a moment, running her hands over the glass. The ruby 
liquid gleamed as she rocked it back and forth, peering into the flask 
like it held the secrets to life itself. Her face twisted oddly as half- 
formed expressions flickered across it, too distorted and fleeting to 
name. 


Clumsy fingers finally found a firm grip on the glass and the cap, 
which she used to throw it back at Skitter as hard as she could. | 
dove to catch it-but Skitter tried to catch it as well, and it deflected off 
her fingers out of my reach. The phial stuck the hardwood floor, 
bounced twice, and rolled under the couch. 


Okay. Those phials weren’t as delicate as they looked. 


That was... that was good. | really did not want to explain to Jenn 
that I'd managed to spill the potion. 


“-and fuck your conscience!” Sophia was yelling. “You don't get to 
just undo shit! Learn to live with it!” 


She jabbed a shaking hand at Skitter. “Yeah, you fucked up, bad. So 
what? You’re gonna throw money at the problem to make yourself 
feel better? Fuck off!” She kept glaring, then flopped backwards into 
her bed, wiping wetness from her eyes. “You don’t know a damn 


thing about me. Maybe | deserve this. Maybe | was ‘owed’ the brain 
damage in the first place. That cross your mind, bug-brain?” 


Sophia had to pause to get her emotions back under control. “I know 
what | did; | can’t take it back. That’s what | want for you, bitch. More 
than | want my body back. | want you to regret what you did to me 
the way | regret...” she trailed off and sighed. “The way | regret what 
! did.” 


There was dead silence for a moment. Skitter looked back at me, 
jerking her head towards Sophia. | stood up from where I’d been 
feeling around under the couch, wondering what she was planning. 


“You don't deserve this,” Taylor said. Taylor said, no bugs, no 
buzzing, no false voice or posturing. 


Sophia blinked and looked at Skitter again, eyes going wide. “No 
way.” 


Taylor’s response was to carefully raise her hands to her head and 
pull her mask off. She held it to her chest, wringing her hands under 
Sophia’s stare. “Hi,” she said weakly. 


Sophia stared at her, then looked at me. | facepalmed, then pulled 
my own mask out of my pocket, holding it up for inspection. “Hi?” 


She stared at us, head swiveling back and forth, then started 
laughing so hard she nearly rolled out of bed. “I don’t believe it. | 
don’t fucking believe it!” she gasped, barely able to breath. “Vista 
was right!” 


So X SSK SEX 


“She came over straight after the fundraiser,” Sophia said, once 
she'd recovered. “Told me immediately that she recognized your 
voice. | told her she was crazy, because you weren’t stupid enough 
to be Flux.” 


“What? Hey!” 


“You showed up at a Protectorate event in costume,” she argued. 
“That’s pretty fucking dumb.” 


“It w-no, | Know, if it works and it’s stupid, it’s stupid and you learned 
nothing. | get it.” | lifted the couch so | could actually retrieve the 
damn potion, then moved a couple chairs closer to the bed so we 
could sit and talk. Taylor took one, and | claimed the other. “I’m 
gonna be honest, | think throwing away a wonder-cure is stupider.” 


She sighed. “Maybe it was. | dunno.” 
“Why did you do that?” Taylor asked. 


“Spite, obviously,” Sophia said. “I just... | was thinking of everything 
I'd done. Everyone I’d hurt. You, obviously, but also all the people | 
didn’t save, just because they froze up at the wrong time. Because | 
didn’t think they were worth it. 


“| was a really shitty hero. And just when | started to realize it...” 
“I crippled you,” Taylor whispered. 


“What? No!” Sophia said. “No, right when | started to realize it, | 
ignored my fucking epiphany to chase a stupid grudge! | was 
Supposed to stay on the roof and provide overwatch. Instead, | went 
in early, alone, because | was worried that someone else would get 
to Grue first! If ld swallowed my pride and done my fucking job, 
Vista wouldn’t have been injured, and I'd still be able to walk! That, 
more than anything else, is why | thought | deserved this.” 


“Thought?” | asked. 


“Thought, think, whatever.” She waved an arm dismissively. “I mean, 
| guess... | dunno.” 


“You regret what you did to me, don’t you?” Taylor asked. 


Sophia nodded. “Yeah, | do.” 

“| forgive you.” 

“Because you got even?” 

“No! Well, not exactly.” Taylor sighed. “It’s more that... | realized that 
| didn’t hate you enough to be happy about how badly you were hurt. 
And if that’s the case, if | can’t hate you completely, then there’s 
something there, somewhere, that leads to forgiveness. You know?” 
“Not really.” 

“Yeah, that was a terrible explanation anyway.” She waved the words 
away. “Well, you said you wanted me to regret the way you did, 
right? Well, if you regret what you did to me, there’s no reason for 
me to keep holding it against you, because you’re doing that to 
yourself. Does that make more sense?” 


“| guess,” Sophia said. She shrugged. “I dunno. | suck at feelings 
shit.” 


Taylor chuckled. “Don’t we all?” 


Sophia laughed as well. “Hah. | just remembered: | asked Kasey to 
punch Skitter in the face for me when she visited me in the hospital.” 


“You what?” 


“| mean, | knew she was a cape, just not which. She made up an 
excuse about being arachnophobic.” 


“lam,” | said. 
Taylor nodded. “She really is.” 


“Seriously?” Sophia asked. “Holy shit, Hudson, you suck at picking 
friends.” 


“| said the same thing!” 


“Is this what we’re doing now?” | asked with feigned irritation. 
“Roasting me? Because that wasn’t what | was invited to.” 


“Oh, suck it up, Hudson,” Sophia said. | stuck my tongue out at her, 
then joined in on their laughter. Our mirth gave way to a comfortable 
peace, no one feeling the need to speak. 


Sophia was the one to break the silence. “Are we... friends, now?” 


Taylor opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it again without 
saying anything. 


“| want to say no,” she said, after a few moments’ thought. “But... | 
don’t know. | just remembered something Kasey said. She was 
blaming herself for getting me hurt, since she’d helped get me into 
the villain team | joined after, you know.” 


“After you broke my nose,” Sophia said. 

“| broke your nose?” 

“Did you think it was supposed to bleed that much?” 

“No... ugh, whatever.” Taylor rolled her eyes. “The point is, she was 


being a sad sack, and | told her that even if I'd been a hero, | 
probably would have disobeyed orders and gone out to fight 


anyway.” 
“Course,” Sophia said, nodding. 


“Yeah, Kasey said that was exactly what you would do. Pissed me 
off.” 


“Why?” 


“Because | hate you,” Taylor said. “I don’t want to be anything like 
you.” She paused, clearly unhappy. “But | am.” 


Sophia looked away awkwardly. “I know it doesn’t mean much,” she 
said, “but | do regret what | did. I’d change it if | could.” 


“But you can't.” 


“| can't,” she agreed. “If I'd known... this before, I'd probably have 
wanted thanks for it. Like getting powers is worth that kinda shit.” 


“Nothing’s worth that,” Taylor said. “But then again, I’d say nothing’s 
worth losing control of your body, either.” She looked over at me, 
then asked, “Are you reconsidering? The cure, | mean.” 


Sophia looked at Taylor, then followed her eyes to look at me. | 
pulled the phial back out of my pocket and held it up to the light. “A 
little, yeah,” she admitted. 


“Because | forgave you?” 


“Self-absorbed, much?” Sophia asked. When Taylor didn’t react, she 
admitted, “Maybe a bit. | was serious, when | said | deserved this. 
And since | can’t change my mistakes, it felt like | shouldn't let you, 
either. But if you can forgive me, | should be able to forgive myself, 
right?” 


“And me, | hope.” Taylor drummed her fingers on the arm of her 
chair. “Will you drink it, then?” 


“You spent both your shares on that, didn’t you?” Sophia asked. “1 
don’t think ten grand is enough to buy something like that.” 


“Forget the price. Will you drink it?” 


“| don’t know,” she said. “It seems wrong, somehow? Like... | don’t 
know. What if | went right back to what I’d been doing?” 


“Would you?” 


“| don’t know!” 


| sighed. Leviathan’s coming up in a matter of weeks. Assuming 
Armsmaster had his predictive analysis software running at the same 
level he had in canon, I’d probably have enough time to fly over here 
and deliver the phial even if he showed up early, but | didn’t want to 
count on it. “Think about it?” | asked. “I can leave this here...” 


“Hmm.” She took her time thinking it over. “I... | don’t know,” she said 
at last. “Il... Kasey, do you remember what you said, when you first 
showed up to visit?” 


“Which thing?” | asked. 
“That my change of heart was the brain damage talking.” 
“You actually said that?” Taylor stage-whispered. 


“She did,” Sophia said. “| made a lot of excuses, about how it would 
be expensive, or too much of a favor, or | deserved this, or whatever. 
I’m out of excuses. If I’m honest-really honest, you know, with 
myself-] don’t want your cure because I’ve been wondering that 
same thing. 


“| feel... different. Less angry. More grateful. | don’t hate my family 

the way | used to, and | don’t know if that’s because | need them or 
because | had some fucking epiphany or just because my brain got 
cooked, but I’m different, and I’m worried any ‘cure’ will heal me to 

the bitch | used to be.” 


“So that’s a no,” Taylor said sadly. 

Sophia shrugged. “Maybe I'll change my mind. Not this month, 
maybe not this year, but it’s not impossible. But... | dunno. | think | 
need to earn it, somehow. Or at least tough this out long enough for 
it to matter. Does that make sense?” 

“Yeah,” | said, at the same time Taylor said, “No.” 
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“So, you guys fought the Teeth, huh?” Sophia asked. 
“Yeah,” Taylor said. 


“How does that work, anyway? Like, | heard the ABB and Empire 
teamed up for some fights. What’s the system, there?” 


“There are a lot of back channels,” | said. “Someone wants to have a 
meeting, they reach out, float it through common contacts. Then it’s 
just a matter of picking a time and place.” 


“A meeting?” Sophia asked. 


“Yeah. Somehow, all the gang leaders agree on a spot to meet, 
neutral territory. Rules of conduct are fairly straightforward: no 
fighting or powers, or everyone in the place works together to take 
you down.” 


“So you had, what, the Empire, ABB, you guys... who else? Coil? 
Faultline?” 


“Yes and yes, plus Uber and Leet, Circus, some out-of-town-ers-” 


“Even the Merchants were invited,” Taylor added. “But that was a 
whole other clusterfuck.” 


“| bet,” Sophia said. “Damn. That’s crazy. | mean, it’s like, too cliche, 
you know? All these mafioso types showing up to some smoky bar 
or whatever and plotting to throw out the new guys.” 


| leaned forward. “I never to/d you it was in a bar,” | said 
threateningly. 


She stared at me for a moment before she got it. “You mean it was 
literally in a bar?” 


“Yup,” | chirped, grin wiping away my feigned menace. 


“| had the same reaction,” Taylor said. “Total Hollywood cliche, 
right?” 


“| guess villains watch the same TV as the rest of us,” Sophia said. 
“What a riot. What was that like?” 


“The meeting itself was really interesting,” Taylor said. “A lot of 
politics and power plays. Everything from comments that are 
carefully phrased to piss people off while letting the speaker claim 
innocence to bickering over who sits where.” 


Sophia raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t ask about school.” 

Taylor paused for a moment in confusion, then burst out laughing. 

“It really is like a bunch of bitchy teenagers, isn’t it?” | asked. “Kaiser 
even made a stink over who could and couldn't sit at the center table 
with him. If you didn’t have enough clout, he’d send you packing. 
Mostly, respectable leaders got to join in, with the small fry and 
entourages around the edges of the room.” 


“Grue got a place at the table thanks to the bank,” Taylor added. 
“Pulling off a robbery like that made people take us seriously.” 


“’m thrilled,” Sophia drawled. 

“Oh, uh-” Taylor stammered awkwardly. 

“I’m over it, seriously. Who else got, uh, ‘seating privileges’?” 

She glared at Sophia for a moment before answering. “You know, 
the usual suspects. Faultline, Coil. The ABB sat their entire group of 


three down at the main table, but Shinigami made some clever 
comment that would have made him look bad if he’s argued with it. 


He even let Uber have a seat, but he wouldn’t let both the losers join 
the table. 


“Most of the other capes knew better than to overstep. They took 
one look at the table, realized they weren't going to get a seat, and 
took a booth instead. The only time Kaiser actually denied someone 
a seat was when Skidmark tried to join the table. He told the 
Merchants to take a seat at the edge of the room or leave 
altogether.” 


“What did they pick?” Sophia asked. “Wait, | already know how this 
ends. Let me guess: Skidmark did the stupidest possible thing and 
started a fight that got him killed?” 


“You have no idea,” Taylor said. “He didn’t start a fight there, he and 
Squealer went to the Butcher and told her about the meeting. She 
made her entrance by throwing their severed heads onto the table.” 


“Their heads?” Sophia repeated. 


“Their heads,” | confirmed. “Butcher showed up, threw the heads on 
the table, and refused to leave when everyone told her to get lost. 
She basically gave notice to everyone that she was going to kill them 
for daring to conspire against her. She thought she was untouchable, 
so she flexed her power a bit, knocked one of the ABB capes over. 
You know Shinigami?” 


“No, | have never heard of the local Blaster Ten.” 
“She's a ten?” 


Sophia shrugged. “Nine-plus just means ‘Ten-wait, don’t evacuate 
the city yet!” 


“Anyway,” Taylor said, “Shinigami responding by blowing one of the 
Teeth capes apart-” 


“What does that look like?” Sophia interrupted. “Like, | know it’s 
some kind of super-murder-beam, but what does that do to 
someone?” 


“Imagine someone getting fed through a sausage grinder all at 
once,” | said. “She basically painted the wall with cape-burger. It was 
fucking horrifying.” 


She blinked. “Wow. What the fuck.” 
“Yeah...” 


“Butcher did her whole ‘you can’t kill me or I’ll take your body’ thing,” 
Taylor continued, “and Shinigami stared her down and told her that if 
the Butcher made her kill her, the Teeth would be ruined, because 
she’d end up killing everyone she sees. You know, like this whole ‘I 
will totally ruin my own life if that’s what | have to do to fuck you over’ 
sort of thing.” 


“It was actually pretty bad-ass,” | chimed in. 
“Butcher backed down?” Sophia asked. 
“Yeah. From a kid who makes Vista look like a body-builder.” 


“Okay, that’s pretty bad-ass, I'll give you that much,” she said. “Now, 
war stories. How did the actual fighting go?” 


Taylor looked to me and set, “You first.” 


“Fine.” It only took me a minute or two to summarize the first night, 
since | hadn’t done much more than walk around looking cool. The 
second night, of course, was more interesting. | spent a while setting 
the scene, playing up the drama of the gunfight in the hallways, and 
the significantly less interesting gun... flailing in the basement. “So | 
start heading over to the crates, and when I’m maybe a couple feet 
away, | hit a laser trigger.” | paused for effect, then said, “The crates 
were lined with claymores.” 


Sophia was invested in my story, if her reaction was anything to go 
by. “Holy shit! Like, are we talking homemade explosives, or actual 
military hardware?” 


“| think the latter, judging by the damage. | tanked the hit; Tattletale 
was behind me, so she was shielded. But the other three got really 
fucked up. Then the capes showed up, and | lost a three-on-one.” 


“What were the others doing?” 


“They were fucked up, like | said. Once they'd recovered, they 
started working on an exit while | was dealing with Vex and 
Hemorrhagia-” | ran through my fight with Hemorrhagia and Vex in 
as much detail as | could remember, getting hit by Animos and 
nearly drowning in dust, and my rescue. Then going back in for 
Circus, finding Newter, and escaping in the car. “We made it about 
twenty miles down Highway 1 before Butcher caught us and wrecked 
the car.” 


“Don’t tell me you killed her, too,” Sophia said. “I guess | can buy you 
hitting someone too hard, but I’m having trouble imagining you 
shooting anyone, no matter how hard they tried to kill you.” 


| shrugged. “I picked up Tattletale and legged it, same as Faultline 
and Newter did.” 


“And Circus?” 

“Newter carried her.” 

“And the Butcher let you go?” 
“| outran her.” 


Sophia raised an eyebrow, but didn’t actually challenge my 
assertion. “Flux is really fast on a straightaway,” Taylor said. 


“Thanks,” | said. “Now it’s your turn.” 


Taylor sighed, then started running through her adventures. “... but | 
had Xerxes right there, and he didn’t suspect a thing.” 


“So you went in,” Sophia said, like it was a perfectly reasonable 
decision. 


“Sorta. | sent in a massive swarm to smoke him out; sure enough, he 
ran out the door | wanted, and | hit him in the kneecap with a lead 


pipe.” 
“Why not just have your bugs bite him?” 


“It’s really hard to do a disabling-but-not-lethal amount of biting,” 
Taylor said. “I thought | could just use the bugs to threaten him into 
submission, since his soldiers were just as bad at fighting bugs as 
my bugs are at fighting his soldiers, but all | did was let him stall until 
backup arrived.” Taylor poked at the sling with her good arm. 


“Who?” Sophia asked. 

“Pile.” 

“Who?” 

“Brute/changer,” Taylor said. “Sort of a Lung-lite type. Adapts to 
attacks and gets stronger with every hit, at least for a while. She 
kicked my ass up and down the street.” 


“How did you get away?” 


“My backup arrived. Uber hit her with a car, grabbed me, and drove 
off, and | woke up in the hospital.” 


“In costume?” 


She shook her head. “No, they'd stripped me to my underwear and 
dumped me on the curb. Probably for the best, really.” 


“Creepy,” Sophia said. “I’d say they were perving on you, but you 
don’t really have much to worry about there, do you?” 


“| thought you were done being a bitch!” 
“| made no such promise!” 
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In the end, Sophia insisted | not leave the phial with her. She said 
she didn’t want to deal with having to hide it from her family. | 
wondered if she just didn’t want the temptation. 


Taylor changed back into her civvies, and we said our goodbyes. 
The two of us left out the front door, this time, then walked half a mile 
and caught a bus back to downtown. We were waiting to change 
busses at one of the larger stations, taking another circuitous route 
back to the loft, when everything went straight to shit. It started with 
both of our burners ringing at the same time. | put the phone to my 
ear, but whatever Brian said was completely drowned out by the 
explosion that nearly knocked us off our feet and left my ears ringing. 
“What the fuck!?” 


The phone buzzed senselessly. “Hold on!” | yelled, aware that | was 
being far too loud and not being able to do much about it. My powers 
protected me from any actual damage, so | only needed to wait a 
couple seconds for the ringing to fade before yelling into the phone, 
“What the fuck is going on?” 


“Kasey! Where are you?” 

“Metro Northwest! What the fuck is going on?” 

“Metro North-shit! You need to get to ground! Now!” 

“No shit!” People were running and screaming, trying to escape 


whatever it was that had just happened. “Who’s blowing up the city 
now?” 


“It’s the Empire! Someone just sent out chapter and verse on their 
identities!” 


“Oh, fuck!” I’d forgotten about that. /’d forgotten about that! “Fuck! 
You need to hurry!” 


“Relax, we’re at the loft-” 


“They are going to blame us!” | yelled, completely forgetting to care 
about who heard-not that anyone was listening, given the utter panic 
going on around us. “We have a thinker! Is Lisa with you?” 


“No, she’s-fuck! She avoids the loft these days. It’s just me and Alec; 
he’s calling Taylor.” 


“She’s here with me!” | glanced over to see that Taylor was indeed 
deep in her own phone call, another island in the sea of chaos. | 
made a slashing motion at my neck, and she nodded in response 
and hung up. “You need to get to Lisa, now, and stay together! Shit, 
where’s Bitch? Her identity’s public, the Empire’s gonna kill her if 
they find her!” 


“She has a shelter somewhere in the outskirts-” 
Of course! “Right, I'll head over-” 


“We'll handle that! You're in the thick of it! Get somewhere safe and 
for the love of god stay there!” He hung up before | could argue. 


“We’re running?” Taylor asked. Her face told me how she felt about 
the idea of abandoning people to the current disaster. 


“We’re regrouping,” | said. “Like hell we’re sitting this out.” First 
things first, we needed somewhere to change. A quick glance 
around told me that no one was paying attention to us. Perfect. 
“Okay, mask up. We need to fly.” 


“Right.” Taylor didn’t bother pulling the top of her costume back on, 
opting to simply pull her mask over her face. | did the same, then 


grabbed Taylor’s hand and fell apart as my awareness exploded. 


Thousands of perspectives, feelings, sounds, sights, smells-too 
much. | couldn’t process it. | was in a hundred million pieces ina 
hundred million places and | couldn't pull myself together. Every bit 
of me was fighting, pulling in two directions, trying to obey two sets 
of commands | couldn’t filter out. Someone was screaming; | don't 
think it was me because | don’t think | was breathing. | was hearing 
colors and seeing smells, my senses utterly scrambled. 


Then | moved, massive parts of me ignoring my scattered thoughts 
entirely and rushing forward in concert before being annihilated 
wholesale. Now | screamed as a huge portion of me vanished, 
horrified by the emptiness it left. | didn’t even have time to 
experience pain! Then another portion of me was already moving, 
forming ranks, waves, lumps and clusters. | moved together, trying to 
cover the small, useless scrap at the center of me that wasn’t doing 
anything. Why? | didn’t know. 


| ran over surfaces, steel and glass and concrete and asphalt, 
splitting and merging and losing chunks even as more points of 
sense rushed forward from outside to replace them. | needed strings, 
ropes, and | gathered in the shadows as | set to weaving, braiding 
threads together. 


Something moved through me like a wave, killing everything it 
touched; | moved in groups, breaking apart and reforming, and it 
gave chase. 


Things were chasing me, cutting into my groups without any 
movement of air. It didn’t help, because | was under fabric already, 
then | wasn't, sliding off alien angles that didn’t line up even to the 
standards of my distorted senses. 


| finished weaving, and rose into the air, moving in concert to hold 
the web between me. | lost sound and vision and still saw and heard 
another building collapse. 


The threads had only just been tied in place when they snapped taut, 
dislodging the me that had been working on it from the me that had 
been carrying it. | fought, and bit, and died. | was running out, 
thinning, coming together and apart in bits and pieces. 


Then, suddenly, everything snapped back into place. It took a 
moment for me to parse the literal return to my senses, the sudden 
absence of confusion. I'd been hauled to my feet, held roughly by an 
arm across my chest and a hand around my neck. The street was 
ruined, gouges running across it in patterns that roughly lined up with 
what were very distorted memories of my brief brush with Taylor’s 
power. | tried to ignore the bodies that were scattered about: people 
who hadn't managed to flee before hell broke loose. At least some of 
them were still moving. Where were the capes? | was pretty sure I’d 
felt Fog, Crusader, and Night; Purity’s ‘honor guard’, for lack of a 
better term. 


It was almost funny how quickly alliances fell apart; I'd worked with 
Crusader personally, last Friday-exactly a week ago, now. Fog and 
Night, I’d had the pleasure of avoiding; they were psychopaths in the 
‘only academically understands personhood’ mold, people broken 
and remade into weapons by Gesellschaft. Fog could turn himself 
into, well, fog, a cloud of poison that obscured sight; his power 
enabled Night, who turned into a freaky mass of alien limbs 
whenever no one could see her. I'd definitely felt that while I'd been 
in the swarm. 


Speaking of sensations, there was something nagging at the back of 
my head, little sensations of pressure that seemed to come and go 
at random. Something power related, certainly, but without an 
instruction manual it didn’t mean anything. 


The only sign of those three | saw was a couple of Crusader’s 
phantoms poking about the shattered buildings. Purity herself was 
floating overhead like a second sun, slowly lowering herself to the 
street. | did a double-take when | spotted Rune lying on the sidewalk, 
clutching a leg that had one too many bends in it and screaming into 
her clenched fist. How the hell had that happened? 


“Good!” Purity yelled, in response to something I’d missed. “Come 
out where | can see you! Now!” Whoever was holding me had one 
hand under my left arm and the other on my throat, ready to 
squeeze, but | couldn't feel them properly with my power sense. | 
tried to turn my head to see who was holding me, but the pressure 
on my throat intensified and | stopped squirming. They think they 
have a hostage. Don’t want to give the game up too early. 


“So you can kill me?” the swarm asked, nowhere near as intimidating 
as the previous night. Skitter hadn’t had an entire limo ride to 
assemble a swarm in the first place, and Fog and Purity had cut 
what little she’d had apart. 


“If you’d rather watch us tear parts of your friend off one by one, you 
are welcome to keep hiding.” Purity was only twenty feet above me, 
now; well in range of Skitter’s fliers, if she had enough left to be 
useful. “What about you, ‘Flux’? Tell me where your friend is and I'll 
make it quick.” 


| didn’t know where Skitter was, but that was unlikely to ‘save’ me- 
not that | needed saving. Still, if the Nazi lightbulb was talking, | 
might as well use the opportunity. “It wasn’t us!” | yelled. “Think 
about this for a moment! Why would we do this? We don’t gain 
anything!” 


“Who else would it be?” Purity asked. She’d stopped about a dozen 
feet overhead, light gathering in her hands. She was bluffing; if she 
really wanted to smite me, she wouldn’t have had Night pick me up. 
She wanted Skitter, too, and she knew | was the only thing stopping 
her from quitting the field entirely and running to ground. 


“Exactly! We’re the first people everyone would suspect! We'd have 
to be crazy to do something like this!” 


“You aren't stupid enough to do something like this? That’s your 
argument? | was at the fundraiser last night, not to mention that the 
first thing your friend did when | blew up a building was call a swarm 
right to you. You are definitely stupid enough to do this!” 


Fuck. I'd done that, purely by accident. This entire fight was my fault. 
No! Focus! Blame yourself once you're safe! “But we wouldn't!” | 
protested. “This isn’t our style, it’s wrong. It’s not just you, it’s your 
families-it crossed a line! There are rules for a reason, and we aren't 
stupid enough to break them for nothing!” 


“Kaiser said-” 


“Kaiser will say whatever makes you do what he wants!” | yelled. 
“Look! You know we have a thinker! We can help you find your 
daughter!” 


For a moment, | thought I’d actually gotten through to her, but she 
shook her head. “No. No more tricks. | will level every building in the 
city if | have to, but | will get my daughter back, and | will kill every 
single person responsible for taking her from me!” Wow, she was 
really gripping Hanlon’s razor at both ends. 


Purity kept yelling, calling me a liar and a bunch of random racial 
epithets-probably in the hope she’d guess the right one-but | wasn’t 
paying attention to her anymore. | was trying to figure out what the 
new sense | had meant. It wasn’t until | caught sight of my reflection 
in a broken piece of glass and felt another connection form that | 
realized what it was: line of sight. Purity was looking at me. Halfa 
dozen people still in the street were looking back and forth between 
Purity and |, and | was getting occasional pulses from the wreckage 
across the street that was probably Skitter. Night wasn’t; she had her 
hands on me, but was looking up at Purity, waiting for some signal. 


Once she reached the end of her rant, Purity gave the signal. “Night? 
An arm.” Then she shot a ray of light directly at my feet. 


In the moment we were all blinded, Night shifted her attention to me, 
and her rippling form tore my right arm off just below the shoulder. | 
screamed, cursed, and swore as | bled all over both of us. Fuck! 
Whatever Night’s deal was, | couldn’t feel her at all with my powers, 
and her changer form completely bypassed my defenses. 


More pressingly, | was bleeding out, fast. | focused on my clothes, on 
my blood, on anything | could do to stem the bleeding. Each beat of 
my heart, each spray of blood from my shoulder brought me that 
much closer to death. Then there was fire: Fog stepped forward and 
cauterized the artery with a road flare and a piece of metal wire. 
Motherfucker! That hurt almost as much as having the limb removed 
in the first place, but the alternative was bleeding to death, so | 
crushed the instinct to protect myself and let him burn me. God 
damn motherfucking shit bitch! 


“Are you ready to talk?” Purity asked. Talk? | needed to think, and | 
was too woozy from blood loss to do both at once. Could | escape? 
Night was completely blank to my powers, even in her human form. 
My first no-sell. Okay, time to re-frame the problem: | just had to 
make sure Skitter didn’t die, which meant stopping her from doing 
anything self-sacrificing on my behalf. Yes, Taylor would probably be 
traumatized if Purity followed through on her threat, but we'd survive, 
in our own ways; only death was permanent, and for me, not even 
that. What were my options there? Getting myself killed quickly? No, 
Skitter might just be stupid enough to try and ‘avenge’ me. Although 
if she was in lethal danger, Emily should be able to bail her out. 


“Well?” Purity asked, interrupting my train of thought. | didn’t have 
any witty, stalling banter on hand, so | glared at her and spat, which 
ended up landing on my own shirt. “That’s what | thought. What 
about you, Skitter? Surrender and I'll make it quick for both of you!” 
Has that offer ever worked in the history of negotiation? No, can’t get 
distracted. Now that | thought about, Emily should be here to bail me 
out. Why wasn’t she? | didn’t think for a moment that she was busy, 
and she couldn’t be /Jate. Was this not dangerous enough? Was she 
waiting until the very last moment? 


Did | still have an out | hadn’t found? For the first time, | was actually 
facing someone whose power beat mine- 


I’m an idiot. 


“Skitter!” | yelled. | found my reflection again, then looked past my 
mirror image, focusing only on Night’s face and making sure | didn’t 
feel my own gaze. “Don’t look!” 


Purity let out a short, deranged laugh at my apparent surrender, 
gathering power to her hands again. For a moment, | worried that 
Skitter had missed the message, taken it as a literal signal to look 
away while | got torn apart. Then a figure ‘stepped’ out from a 
building down the road and raised an arm to point at Purity, at the 
same time a sparse swarm kicked up around me, causing the 
civilians to flinch away. Someone shouted a warning, Purity spun 
around, the last feeling of pressure vanished, and | unfolded. 


It wasn’t instant, the way Night’s transformation was. Instead, it was 
a strange, gradually unraveling sensation that went through the 
woman behind me like passing fingers through a curtain of soft, 
warm cloth. | was suddenly and unpleasantly reminded of 
Shinigami’s words the previous day. A warm, wet sensation. Bloody 
and disturbingly pleasant. Then it was over, cut off at the source; 
Night was very thoroughly dead, literally shredded by her own power. 
The only sound she made was the wet ‘plop’ of meat spattering over 
the ground. My arm was back, too, as was my blood-| was very 
thankful that was fully effective. 


Purity blasted the swarm clone apart with contemptuous ease, and 
was turning back to do the same to me when | hit her. | didn’t give a 
fuck about her power and made no effort to find bare skin to grapple. 
My strategy was simple: pin her arms to her sides with a bear-hug 
and pull her to the ground with far more gravitational force than her 
flight could hope to handle. 


We hit the street like a meteor, and only a reflexive use of my power 
stopped me from adding yet another tally to my kill count. | settled for 
slamming her head into the broken pavement, then straightened up 
and looked around while she twitched pathetically, her arms raised 
like a boxer. “Crusader! Fog! If you don’t want me to put a foot 
through your boss’s rib cage, put your hands in the fucking air!” Fog 
and the phantoms complied immediately, but | couldn’t find Crusader 


himself. “Crusader! Where | can see you, or /’// start pulling limbs 
off!” 


“Cunt!” Crusader called. He’d been silhouetted against the sun, 
pretty much the only place | hadn’t looked for him. Fuck, | wasn’t 
wearing my goggles. “You killed her!” 


“She’s still breathing!” | yelled back. “Get down here if you want to 
keep her that way!” | wasn’t eager to follow through on my threat and 
execute a downed opponent, but Purity had just finished killing 
dozens, if not hundreds of innocent people. | could probably bring 
myself to do it. 


“Not her, you fucking spic!” He yelled. “Night!” He came down all the 
same, settling himself onto the street next to Fog slowly and carefully 
SO as not to provoke me. 


| reached down and grabbed Purity by the back of her collar, hauling 
her up with one hand to display her to her teammates. “Here’s how 
this is going to go!” | yelled. “You are going to take your boss and get 
the fuck out here! Then, when she wakes up, you are going to tie her 
to a fucking chair and explain how game theory works!” 


“The fuck are you talking about?” 


| ignored him. “/ am going to call an ambulance and get these people 
some help, then try to resolve this clusterfuck.” | lightened Purity to 
the mass of a housecat and threw her at Crusader. He braced 
himself to catch a much heavier person, which almost resulted in her 
bouncing off his chest. “Get the fuck out of here! Go!” 


| didn’t wait for them to leave, pulling my phone out and dialing 911 
with casual contempt for the remaining Nazis. “911? Yes, | need 
multiple ambulances to the Metro Northwest. There are...” | started 
counting the fallen and gave up when | hit ten, “... at least a dozen 
people injured or dead. The roads are wrecked-yes, I’m safe. This is 
Flux, | just took down Purity. No, I’m letting her go. Because the rest 
of her team is still here and they'll at least stop killing people long 


enough to get her some medical attention! No... fine, I'll stay on the 
line.” 


| glanced over at the building I’d felt vision coming from earlier, 
where sure enough, Skitter was crawling out from under the rubble. 
She looked exactly as good as you’d expect someone who just 
barely survived an ambush at five-to-one odds. Her costume was 
scuffed and dirty, one of her mask’s lenses was cracked and the 
other had broken entirely, and she was favoring her left side. | 
belatedly pulled my goggles out of my pocket and put them on; 
better late than never. 


“You're Okay,” she said, with a glance at the severed arm that was 
still lying in the street. 


“Yeah. Night fully restores herself when she de-transforms. | am 
really glad that worked.” | flexed my arm experimentally; if not for the 
fact that it was entirely missing its sleeve, | wouldn’t be able to tell it 
had ever come off. That reminded me that | needed to retrieve my 
bangle from the severed limb, which felt uncomfortably like robbing 
the dead. 


“Have you always been a power copier?” Taylor asked. 

“No.” | didn’t feel like explaining, and Taylor never felt like probing. 
I'd forgotten | was still holding the phone to my ear out of sheer 
inertia, so | heard when someone asked, “Flux?” | nearly dropped 
the phone in surprise. 

“Armsmaster?” | asked as | fumbled the phone back to my ear. 


“I’m on my way. Have the Empire left the scene yet?” 


| looked over at the Nazis. Crusader was carrying Purity in a bridal 
carry while he argued with Rune about... something. “No, but if | try 
to stop them the fight’s going to start tearing through bystanders 
again.” 


“That's not an issue.” For a moment | thought he was telling me to 
ignore the safety of the civilians, before he continued, “Are they 
blocking access to the injured?” 


They were at least a dozen feet away from the nearest casualty. “No, 
they’re getting ready to leave.” / think. 


“Good. Do you have first aid training?” 

“Some.” I'd chosen ‘Wilderness Survival’ from Scout Training, which 
included treating all sorts of injuries one could reasonably get in the 
‘wild’. “I don’t have anything to work with, though.” 


“That’s fine. Just starting triage would help. We're bringing as much 
help as we can.” 


| could do that. “Skitter is here with me as well. I’m going to hand you 
off to her while | get started, okay?” 


“Sure, put her on.” 

| pulled the phone away from my ear. “Trade phones,” | told her, and 
she handed me her burner in exchange for mine. | quickly redialed 
Alec’s number. 

“Dork?” 


“Flux-we swapped phones. Did you get ahold of Lisa yet?” 


“Yeah, she’s laying low. We got through to Bitch, too. She’s okay so 
far, but we’re on our way over to back her up now.” 


“Good. Stick together.” | hung up, hesitated, and then dialed Emily, 
because fuck my pride. People were dying, and | was willing to call 
in everyone to stop it. 
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Chapter 35: Honesty 


Forty-five minutes later, | was sitting on the bumper of an 
ambulance, mentally and physically done with the day. I’d helped 
Skitter with triage, then worked side-by-side with the paramedics 
once they'd arrived. They hadn’t given me a second glance before 
ordering me around like | was just another first responder, and | 
welcomed it. 


The crisis was mostly over. GUARD had arrived twenty minutes ago 
and hit the Empire like the fist of an avenging god. The damage was 
done, though: of the twenty-odd people who'd been with us at the 
bus stop before everything went pear-shaped, eight were dead, 
more might die on the wait to hospital, and | could only guess the 
death toll in the buildings that had come down. Firefighters were still 
shifting through the rubble. The Mayor should have done a 
fundraiser for the unpowered first responders. 


The entire ambulance shifted on its suspension as someone sat 
down next to me, and | looked up to see Armsmaster by my side. His 
armor was free of blood, but covered in dirt and dust; | guessed he’d 
been helping shift rubble rather than waste his enhanced strength on 
something a normal pair of hands could do just as well. He didn’t say 
anything, so | said, “Hi,” just to break the silence. 


“Hi,” he replied. We watched as a couple paramedics zipped up a 

body-bag. Everyone who needed urgent care had been seen to, and 
the walking wounded had been lead farther away from the scene, so 
that was all that was left to see. He cleared his throat, and said, “The 


first time we met, you told me you weren’t planning to commit any 
crimes.” 


| hadn’t really been myself, that day. “Il wasn’t planning any specific 
crimes?” 


“| suppose not.” He wasn’t scowling, but beyond that | couldn’t make 
out much of his facial expression behind his helmet. 


“Wait,” | said, “You recognized me?” 
“Only just now, without your costume.” 


| glanced down and belatedly remembered that, aside from my 
mask, | was still wearing casual clothing. “Oh.” 


One corner of his mouth twitched upwards at my reaction, before 
settling back into his stern, businesslike manner. “You letting the 
Empire go was-” 


| bristled. /’d needed to stop the violence. “I-” 
“-the most heroic thing you’ve done since your debut.” 
“-wasn't going to-what?” | blinked, staring at him. 


“Someone recently had to remind me that being a hero isn’t about 
fighting.” He turned his head to where Beacon was directing the 
emergency vehicles at the edges of the disaster area. “It’s about 
helping. You could have kept fighting, or given chase. If you didn’t 
think you could win, you could have run. Instead, you stopped. You 
showed restraint.” 


“| killed Night,” | whispered. It was a stupid thing to say, given that | 
was admitting murder to Armsmaster, but | felt compelled to correct 
him after hearing him talk me up. 


“Do you want me to arrest you?” He reached out and put a hand on 
my shoulder in what was probably supposed to be an intimidating 


gesture, but felt more like | was being consoled. 
“ee MO. 


“Then accept a compliment.” Armsmaster patted me on the shoulder 
before releasing me and turning back to watch the grim work. A 
firefighter waved two of his fellows into the ruins of a building across 
the street, and they emerged with another full body-bag. 


Skitter had been taken to the hospital; she’d probably undone the 
healing on her arm and then some. Hopefully, they wouldn’t connect 
the previous injury to her civilian-ID. It wasn’t like the doctors were 
going to search through every single broken bone in the last few 
weeks to find a match, right? It would take some sort of parahuman 
bullshit to connect those dots. 


Parahuman bullshit. God damn, I'd fucked up. I’d completely 
forgotten that we weren't wearing our gloves, and ended up lying on 
the ground uselessly while Skitter had to fight five capes alone. “This 
was my fault. If | wasn’t here-” 


“Then Purity would have attacked somewhere else,” he interrupted 
me. “Or she’d have attacked here anyway. She kicked off her 
tantrum less than a block away. The blame for the damage done 
today lies entirely on the Empire. And perhaps on whoever saw fit to 
release the information in such a... damaging way.” 


“Well, it wasn’t us,” | said. “I knew the moment | heard that we’d be 
suspects, but this isn’t our fault.” 


“| believe you,” Armsmaster said. 


“Lie detector makes that easy, doesn’t it?” | asked uncharitably as | 
turned back to the scene in front of us. “Add ‘whoever thought it 
would be a good idea to preemptively strike at a blaster 8’s family’ to 
the list of ‘who’s at fault’, would you?” 


“Absolutely,” he growled. “I can scarcely believe someone would do 
something that stupid.” 


“You need to fix that,” | said. “I Know a neo-Nazi supervillain probably 
shouldn't raise a kid, but without the press release, she’d have done 
it anyway. She’s totally focused on her kid; unless you plan to put her 
in the Birdcage-” 


“Lam well aware,” he interrupted me. | flinched at his tone. Don't 
lecture the Protectorate team leader, idiot. 


We stayed quiet for a while, watching the first responders continue to 
shift debris. Another body bag joined the dozens already lining the 


street. “You talked to the Wards at the fundraiser,” Armsmaster said. 
“You heard about Stalker’s injury?” 


“Yeah,” | said. “First hand.” 
“What do you mean?” 


| laughed bitterly. “l mean | heard it from her. We knew each other 
out of costume. We were friends, actually.” 


“Really?” 

“Yeah. Life’s fucked, isn’t it?” 

He grunted. 

A firefighter emerged from one of the damaged buildings, carrying a 
body bag in each hand. They were obviously lighter-and smaller- 
than the others. The man walked over to add the bodies to the line, 
then stopped and sat down on the curb, staring off into space. 


No one disturbed him. 


“Life’s fucked,” Armsmaster agreed. 


| didn’t have anything to add. The silence lingered as | picked at the 
drying blood on my arms. | could have just used my power to get rid 
of it-I'd kept my hands clean as I’d worked to prevent contamination- 
but | couldn’t muster up the energy to bother. 


“Armsmaster?” | did a double-take as Max, dressed in full superhero 
garb, stopped to address us. Where did he-teleporter, right. Among 
other things. 


“Aspect.” The ambulance’s suspension groaned again as the power- 
armored tinker stood up to greet the new arrival. “We’re very grateful 
for your help.” It sounded like he meant that; Erin really had been 
working on his attitude. The two heroes clasped hands before 
stepping back to stand a respectful distance apart. 


“I’m sorry we didn’t get here sooner,” Aspect said. “We needed 
permission to intervene.” | flinched; | couldn’t help but feel that was 
directed at me. 


Armsmaster took the comment at face value and snorted. “1 
understand the feeling. Bureaucracy never fails to get in the way.” 
There was a moment’s pause as he searched for an acceptable 
conversation topic. “Your work in Canberra was impressive.” 


“Only because the Protectorate had the infrastructure to make the 
most of us. | hope we're able to do even better in the coming month.” 
Aspect glanced at me, then added, “While we’re stroking our egos: 
looks like you finally managed to collar your little nemesis.” 

“Little?” | repeated. 


The two men turned to look at me. “That’s the part you take issue 
with?” Armsmaster asked. 


“| figured you’d contradict the ‘nemesis’ part without me,” | mumbled. 


“And the ‘collared’ part?” 


“| wasn’t going to put words in your mouth.” | mean, I’d hoped this 
wasn’t going to end with my arrest, but at this point | was too done 
with today to care. 


“Oh?” Aspect asked. 


“Flux was... volunteering,” Armsmaster explained, summarizing what 
he knew of my involvement in the incident. Aspect nodded along 
happily. | frowned at my feet; the only reason he’d be making 
Armsmaster tell the story was for my ‘benefit’, and | really wasn't 
feeling it. | was grateful when Armsmaster finally turned the 
conversation away from current events. “GUARD has done an 
amazing amount of work in a very short time, but I’m curious: why go 
through so much effort to establish your own group, rather than join 
the Protectorate?” 


“Protectorate postings are too local,” Aspect said without missing a 
beat. “You're assigned to a city, and barring reassignment or the rare 
Class S scenario that warrants a national or international response, 
you're going to stay there. There’s no provision for flash-in-the-pan 
crises like this.” 


“Of course there are provisions,” Armsmaster pointed out. “We 
reached out to New York and Boston for assistance the moment we 
realized the severity of the problem.” 


“Yes, sorry, | misspoke. There’s no one on standby for crises like 
this.” 


Heavy footsteps on broken pavement cued both men to turn and 
watch Beacon clomp her way across the wrecked street. “I think 
we're done here,” she said. “Hey, Aspect, long time no see. How’s 
your new team going?” She reached out and clasped arms, pulling 
him into a half-hug and patting him on the back hard enough to 
break a normal man’s spine. 


“Good, good,” Aspect said with a grin. “You enjoying working for the 
feds?” 


“It has its ups and downs. I’m certainly enjoying the company.” 


“You two know each other?” Armsmaster asked stiffly. Oh-ho, was 
that jealousy? From Armsmaster, of all people? 


“Sure do!” Beacon said. “Where do you think | got my first suit? 
Copied it off Reinhardt.” She paused, then sighed. “Poor bastard.” 


“Ah.” Armsmaster stumbled before collecting himself and adding, 
“I’m sorry for your loss.” 


“He knew what he signed up for and went down fighting,” Aspect 
said. “No regrets.” And he’ll be back in a decade, anyway. 


“We keep moving forward,” Beacon agreed. “He’s still in here.” She 
tapped her chest over her heart. 


“In your heart, or your tech?” 
“I’m gonna go with yes.” 


| leaned back against the door of the ambulance, tuning out the 
chatter. | couldn't believe I’d forgotten about Coil’s play against the 
Empire. What else was | missing? Damnit, | really needed a perfect 
memory perk-although the thought of having perfect memory was a 
little worrying on its own. 


How did the novel go? Bank. Bakuda-replaced with the Teeth, for us. 
Empire. Was there something between this and Leviathan? It 
seemed pretty likely; | think the Endbringer hit sometime in the 
middle of the month, and god forbid we have a full week of peace at 
any point. After the Endbringer was the Slaughterhouse, then the 
battle against Coil and Echidna’s tantrum-was there something in 
between? Claiming territory was before the Slaughterhouse, 
because they had to deal with the Nine running around between 
territories. 


The Nine were gone, but Bakuda had been gone, and we’d gotten 
something more or less the same. Would the world cough up 
something just as bad as the Nine to keep things on track? | really 
didn’t want to see what sort of Class S threat the world could create 
whole-cloth just to fuck us. Really, it was about time we abandoned 
the stupid stations of canon. Coil had originally gotten the 
Undersiders on-side before he’d blown up the Empire, right? Would 
he be able to recruit them after such a blatant violation of the rules? 


Coil’s actions didn’t make a whole lot of sense. He didn’t have his 
ace in the hole, but he was taking the same balls-to-the-wall risks? | 
mean, | guess his fundraiser plot was tame, but to turn the Empire 
inside out like this right after a truce, with the ABB still in play? | 
didn’t understand his strategy at all. 


| hadn’t been thinking. If I’d just been a little more careful, asked 
better questions, | could have stopped this whole disaster before it 
ever got off the ground. 


And then the Empire would still be at full strength, poised to take full 
advantage of the reconstruction following the Endbringer attack. 


The cold, hard truth was that | simply didn’t want to be responsible 
for this shit. It almost made me wish | had an amnesia drawback, just 
so | wouldn’t be able to worry about things that hadn’t happened yet. 


| suppose that’s the problem with power fantasies: they come with 
power. 


“Hey,” Aspect whispered. “You okay?” 


| blinked. | hadn’t even noticed that the little meeting had ended. “! 
think so,” | said hesitantly. 


“This wasn't your fault,” he said. 


“Wasn't it?” | asked. “I forgot. | could have prevented this.” 


“| could say the same,” he reminded me. 


“Then why didn’t you?” | hissed. “Why? Was it for me? You staying 
out of my way, so | could fuck up in peace?” 


Aspect paused, then turned and waved his arm to create a portal 
to... the Warehouse? 


“Let’s not talk here,” he said, and we stepped through into the park. 
“| thought you couldn't just open the Warehouse anywhere,” | said. 


“It's a Town Portal spell,” Aspect said, gesturing me towards a 
nearby bench. “I try not to abuse it, because | just know 
Management is going to mess with it if | ever start relying on it.” 


He pulled off his mask immediately as we settled onto the bench, 
and | grudgingly did the same. 


“To answer your question,” Max said, “partially, yes. We left Brockton 
Bay alone, since you wanted to do your own thing-” 


“You should have stopped me,” | snapped. “You should have hit me 
over the head until | stopped being a stupid bitch who only thinks of 
herself!” 


“You're not stupid, and you're not evil, and more importantly, we 
didn’t just stand aside while this was going on. Brockton Bay isn't 
unique. We stayed away from the Bay, but it’s not like we were idle. 
We just took care of things elsewhere, instead of here. | said before 
that we were softballing, right? That still applies. And that means that 
we’re going slow, solving problems at street level, one by one. Yes, 
we could have cleaned up the Bay, but since you were here, doing 
your thing, we cleaned up somewhere else, instead.” 


“So it’s a zero-sum game,” | grumbled. 


“That’s not the point.” 


“Of course not,” | said. “The point is that | had all the information | 
needed to prevent dozens of deaths, and | forgot, because | was too 
busy playing.” 


| felt something inside of me crumble at that word, as | finally 
realized the true scope of my fuck-ups. 


“| was treating this entire thing like a game,” | whispered. “The bank, 
the fundraiser, all of it. | was treating it like a game, like a roleplay 
session or a video game. Like there were no consequences. But 
there were, every time, and | would have noticed if | had just fucking 
thought instead of running off to the next adventure. 


“I crippled Sophia and betrayed Lisa’s trust. | could have saved 
dozens, maybe hundreds of lives if I’d swallowed my pride and 
called you in against the Teeth. And then...” | waved my arm at the 
park, as though we were still on the blood-covered street. “I hate 
this.” 


“The fighting?” 


“The ‘chain. No, not the ’chain-the rules, the... incentives.” | bit my 
lip. “It’s just... here | am, risking nothing, while other people are 


dying.” 
“You're not completely invincible,” he warned me. 
“I'll just pop back up at the end of the decade, anyway.” 


“You’re not completely invincible,” Max repeated. “There are some 
things you won’t come back from.” 


| shivered. I'd assumed the protection was absolute, but if it wasn’t... 
“Like what?” 


He didn’t respond for a moment. 


“So | went to Dark Souls about... thirty jumps ago,” Max began. “1 
recruited Solaire for some jolly cooperation, of course. Who 


wouldn’t? Kept a close eye on him all jump, to make sure he 
wouldn’t go hollow, and when we finally got out, he came along. 


“| thought that was the end of that. He found a spot in the group, and 
things were going fine. When he went off on his own a few jumps 
later, | didn’t think anything of it. 


“He went hollow while no one was watching him.” 

When he didn’t continue, | said, “And that’s permanent.” 

Max nodded. 

“Could that happen to anyone who'd had the curse of undeath?” 


He shook his head. “It’s part of his... ‘base’, for lack of a better word, 
so he was always at risk even after we left. | didn’t realize that at the 
time.” He turned his head to face me. “The point is, don’t assume 
you're invincible, especially to corruption- and soul-related effects.” 


“... Okay,” | said, then sighed. “I guess that’s just another way I’ve 
fucked up recently. Like | haven’t made enough mistakes already.” 


“It’s not nearly as bad as you said, is it?” Max asked. “You can fix 
your mistakes. Jenn’s already brewed that potion, and you can 
always make up with Lisa.” 


“Can | raise the dead?” | asked bitterly. “Can | fix that?” 


He pursed his lips. “That wasn’t your fault. Yes,” he continued over 
my protest, “you knew it was a possibility, but it was only a 
possibility. You’d changed enough that you had no reason to expect 
it to happen.” 


“Why did it happen, then?” | demanded. 


Max frowned. “You’d have to ask Coil.” 


“Oh, I’m going to,” | growled. “I’m going to get some fucking answers, 
and then I’m going to kill him.” Armsmaster was right about one 
thing: no matter what | may or may not have done, the lion’s share of 
the blame rested on Coil. | wasn’t going to stand by and wait to see 
what he’d do next. 


“Take your time,” Max said. “You don’t need to kill him today. Rest, 
recover, and kill him from a place of justice, rather than anger.” 


“Does it really matter?” | asked. 


“To the world?” he asked. “Probably not. But | think you'll be happier 
with yourself afterward.” 


Soo XSSXK SSX 

Taylor called me half an hour after | got home from the Metro 
Massacre. | was lying in bed, brooding, but quickly got up to grab my 
phone out of my purse. “Taylor?” 


“| re-broke the arm,” she said, by way of greeting. “Managed to fuck 
it up pretty badly, too. And | managed to break another rib.” 


“Damn. Are you still in the hospital?” 

“Nope. Panacea just healed me.” 

Huh. “That’s generous,” | said, sitting back down on the bed. 

“I’m not sure I’d call it ‘generous’,” Taylor said. “It was a very... 
grudging sort of healing. Someone obviously pressured her into it; 
she was clearly unhappy about it, even if she admitted | probably did 


save lives.” 


“Lives that / endangered,” | muttered. “I fucked up. Badly-no, ‘badly’ 
doesn’t even begin to describe it.” 


“Yeah,” Taylor said, pulling no punches. “You're a power copier?” 


“Yeah. Well, sorta. | don’t get everything.” 

“The multitasking,” she said immediately. 

“Probably.” 

“So why copy my power at all?” 

“It was an accident,” | said. “I forgot | wasn’t wearing gloves.” 
“You can’t control it?” 


“| usually have to grab someone pretty solidly for a few seconds 
before it goes to work. | forgot that using my powers on someone 
causes it to happen immediately.” | sighed and leaned back, kicking 
my feet up. “I sorta remember the fight. You were probably fighting 
me for control the entire time, huh?” 


“Not exactly,” Taylor said. “It was more like... there was an extra 
mind in there, flailing about. You weren't really controlling anything, 
not intentionally, so | could wrestle control back for the things | 
needed to use. It was also a much smaller area, maybe half the 
size?” 


“Not surprising. | always get a downgrade.” 


Taylor stayed silent, leaving me alone with my thoughts. They 
weren't happy ones. 


| was to blame for where the fight took place, but | Kept coming back 
to the question of how much of the damage that had been done was 
my fault. | could argue that Purity was blowing apart buildings 
anyway; all | did was change her target. | couldn’t convince myself of 
that, though. 


We'd been sitting with a bunch of random people, people who had 
just been going about their lives, doing as well as they could ina 
world with parahumans, and then I'd gone and dragged a fight right 
into the middle of them. I’d seen the bodies of the people caught in 


the crossfire, had watched people die because they were too badly 
injured to last long enough for the paramedics to reach us. No 
amount of hypothetical good I’d managed to do could make up for 
that. 


“Why didn’t you mention this before?” she asked. “I mean, | can 
understand keeping an ace up your sleeve, but a liability like that...” 


“It’s not normally a liability,” | said. “This is the first time I’ve actually 
had an adverse reaction from copying anything.” 


“How many powers have you tested?” 

“Enough.” More than a dozen, among the people in the Warehouse. 
“Hmm. You know, this would have been useful at the bank.” 

“Why?” | asked. 

“Because you’d be able to see through Grue’s darkness, right?” 
“Maybe. | haven’t tried. But | couldn’t have done it, anyway.” 
“Because you weren’t always a power copier?” 

“Yeah.” 


For a moment, | actually thought she was going to leave things 
there. “How do you ‘become’ a power copier?” 


“I, uh... | killed the Butcher.” 
There was a long pause. “You killed the Butcher?” she asked. 
“Lisa didn’t tell you?” 


“She wouldn’t say a damn thing about it,” Taylor said. “You killed the 
Butcher.” 


“Yes.” 


“You. Killed. The Butcher. And instead of going insane, you gota 
completely unrelated power?” 


“Sort of? | killed the Butcher, had someone remove the extra 
insanity-causing bits, and the power started missing its add-ons and 
got, uh, ‘grabby’.” 


“Wow,” Taylor said. “You're just going to skim over all of that? ‘Yeah, 
killed the Butcher, had some psychic surgery done, no biggie.” 


“That was the plan, yes.” 

“You are impossible,” she said. 

| didn’t deny it. 

“How're things with you?” | asked. “You at home?” 

“Not great, and no. I’ve been more or less living in the loft.” 
“Why?” 


“| got into a fight with my dad. It wasn’t your fault,” she added, before 
| even had a chance to apologize. 


“It was about me, though, wasn't it?” 


“No. Well, not only about you.” | snorted at her ‘correction’. “I can’t 
believe you just sat around and let my dad kick your ass.” 


“| didn’t want to hurt him, and my power kept me safe.” 
“| appreciate that, really. It’s just...” 
“Funny?” | guessed. 


“| wasn’t going to say that.” 


“It’s okay. It is Kinda funny. So you're at the loft now?” 

“Well, I’m on my way back. But yeah, I’ve been living there. Thinking 
about emancipation.” Taylor paused and cleared her throat. “Anyway, 
| just wanted to let you know | was okay.” 

“Thanks,” | said. “I mean, | knew you'd be okay, but... thanks.” 


“Well, | appreciate the confidence,” she said. “Talk to you later?” 


“Sure.” 
We hung up. 
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| needed a break from everything, so | spent the evening wandering 
the boardwalk alone. It was quiet in a way even the Teeth hadn't 
managed; the sudden, arbitrary violence in the busiest part of the 
day had driven people’s sense of security down farther than an 
entire week of cloak-and-dagger warfare. Even the enforcers, the 
Boardwalk’s hired thugs-slash-security, were a little jumpier than 
normal. 


Up and down | roamed, no goal in mind, just filling time and trying to 
distract myself from, well, everything. | went into clothing stores, 
poked at things, and left again. The only memorable thing | found 
was a Store advertising ‘tinker designed products’, which actually 
sold the sort of hypothetically-interesting-but-ultimately-useless crap 
| associated with Sharper Image or those weird airplane catalogs. 
Was there really a market for RC cars that could pick up dog shit? | 
suspected the answer was ‘no.’ 


| was moving in a haze, trying not to think and succeeding a little to 
well. Without conscious thought, | had found my way to the bench 
my ‘date’ with Lisa had ended on. | slouched over to it and dropped 
into it with a sigh. My thoughts had caught up to me. 


| was a ‘few, close friends’ sort of person; not to the degree that 
Taylor was, perhaps, but | hadn’t gone out of my way to establish a 
social circle beyond the team. Besides the Undersiders and Sophia, | 
only had the jumpchain for social contact, which sucked because | 
could only really meet them in the Warehouse. Except for Emily, | 
didn’t know any of them this life. Not to mention that none of them 
were anywhere near my age; either age, because if we ignored our 
current identities it was thirty years against hundreds. Then again, | 
only looked and felt like a teenager, so that applied to the 
Undersiders as well. 


| could have gone looking for company, but the Warehouse reminded 
me too much of all the things | hadn’t done. It was the same feeling 
that had driven me out of the house; everywhere | looked felt like a 
constant reminder of all the tools I’d refused to use. The more | 
thought about it, the more stupid my choices up to this point felt. 
How many people had died just so | could hang out with the 
Undersiders for a few weeks? How many had died because I’d 
forgotten that Coil was going to tear the city apart? 


Someone sat down next to me; even with the thin crowds, there 
wasn’t a surplus of benches. 


| slumped forward and rested my arms across my knees, staring out 
into the water. Leviathan was out there, getting ready for his next 
show. His appearance in the Bay this month had climbed past ninety 
percent sometime in the past few days. The Empire’s ‘tantrum’ was 
almost certainly the deciding factor in choosing Brockton Bay as the 
next disaster zone. 


Max had been confident that we'd be able to stop Leviathan, but the 
goal was to kil/ him, and that meant dealing with every bit of bullshit 
he could throw at us when he got serious. 

Would there still be a city left once he stopped sandbagging? 


“| knew I'd find you back here eventually.” 


The familiar voice snapped me out of my stupor. | looked over at 
Lisa, reclining on the bench besides me as though she didn’t have a 
care in the world. “Il thought you never wanted to see me again,” | 
said. 


“| didn’t,” she said. | looked away and squeezed my eyes shut, 
knowing that they’d start watering from how much that simple 
statement hurt. “But | have too many questions to leave you alone.” 


| took a deep breath, then another, letting my emotions settle for 
what | doubted would be a pleasant conversation. “If you came here 
for answers, I’m probably going to disappoint you,” | said, wiping my 
face with my hand as unobtrusively as possible. 


“Probably, but | can’t stay away, so here | am.” 
“Here we are,” | agreed. 


“| didn’t just come here because of that, though,” she said. “I also 
came to apologize.” 


“You don’t owe me an apology.” 


“Not about my reaction, or kicking you out,” Lisa said. “I’m sorry 
because | fucked up. | should have seen this coming, but... | got 
sloppy. | thought | had things in hand, and we got blindsided.” 


| shook my head. It was just so close to what I’d been feeling all day, 
| couldn't help but sigh. “It’s not your fault.” /t’s mine. 


Lisa didn’t respond, so | steeled myself and looked her in the eye 
again. She studied me, searching for something. | still had that 
obfuscation power, left at wherever it had been when I'd last touched 
it, so | had no idea how much luck she’d have. 


The staring contest got awkward, fast, so | turned back to the ocean, 
waiting for her to break the silence. 


“Kasey...” she hesitated a moment. “Can | try something?” 


“Sure, whatev-” | turned back towards her to answer, and was 
completely unprepared for her to lean over and kiss me directly on 
the mouth. 


Lisa pressed up against me, forcefully, and | froze up completely. My 
mind had gone straight into a hard lockup, blasting what the fuck on 
loop. My body decided that waiting for my brain was a losing 
proposition and started responding, but she was already pulling 
back, looking... disappointed? 


Disappointed by her own response. Oh, great, that was going to start 
happening now, too. 


“Huh,” she said. 


“Lisa what the fuck.” What the fuck? was still more or less the only 
coherent thought | could form, so that’s what I’d ended up saying. 


Doesn't care about my response, her power added. Apparently, | got 
slow versions of thinker powers. Fucking brilliant. 


She fidgeted with her jacket as | kept staring. “| never managed to 
date, after | got my power, because it always started giving way too 
much information. | thought, since you’re so hard to read... but | 
wasn’t feeling it.” 


Predominantly heterosexual, power discourages relationships 
between equals. | finally found the power in my head and quashed it 
ruthlessly. | didn’t need more information on Lisa; the amount | 
already had was invasive enough. 


Although apparently I'd been wrong about the ace thing? No, focus! 
It was too bad she was straight, because STOP THINKING ABOUT 
IT AND FOCUS YOU IDIOT! 


Lisa was staring at me. Had | made a face, or- 


“You steal people’s powers through kissing? Really?” 


“No!” | squeaked. “I mean, it’s not just through kissing.” Although if 
you want to keep going- | buried my face in my hands, because Lisa 
was probably just close enough to psychic that | was broadcasting 
everything | was thinking on my face. 


“Anyway,” she said firmly, moving onto another topic. “Are you ready 
to answer some questions?” 


Could |? | had no idea how close an eye Coil was keeping on her. 
| was being stupid again. | had an answer to that. 


“Not here...” 


Lisa took a long look around my Lair. “You had this place the whole 
time? No wonder you never bothered moving into the loft.” 


“Well, that and there’s no space,” | said. | headed for the couch, then 
stopped when she didn’t follow. She was looking at one of the spell 
circles on the wall. 


“What’s this? Artwork?” 
“Anti-scrying ward,” | said matter-of-factly. 
“Magic?” she asked. “Really, Kasey? Magic?” 


| rolled my eyes. “I mean, if you insist, | could call it an anti-precog, 
anti-postcog, anti-pericog area effect anchored in distributed 
geometric patterns around the target space, but ‘anti-scrying ward’ is 
a hell of a lot easier to say. It’s not my fault the language for that kind 
of thing is based in fantasy novels.” 


“| suppose,” she allowed. Lisa gave up her inspection of the wards 
and headed over to the couch. | took a detour to the fridge for a 
couple sodas. 


Her eyes widened as | returned. “Root beer!” 
“What?” 
“Your drink! | never actually figured it out!” 


| looked down at the soda can in my hand, then back at her. “That’s 
what you’re worried about now? 


“Yes! Gah! Now the game is ruined!” 


| rolled my eyes and passed her the coke before opening my own 
soda. Still, | couldn’t help smiling; it was just such a Lisa thing to 
worry about. “You may as well start asking all the questions I’m not 
going to answer.” 


“Right. What to ask first...” She took a moment to think, then asked, 
“The cape who showed up that night in the alley... she’s the 
boogieman, isn’t she?” 


“What?” Who was the boogieman? Contessa, probably. “That was 
my sister.” 


Lisa gaped at me. “Your-your sister is the fucking boogieman? The 
legendary assassin who killed someone in the bird-cage.” Or maybe 
it was literally Emily; she’d mentioned offing Teacher. “Your. Sister.” 


| really didn’t have any way to sugarcoat that, so | just said, “Uh... 
yeah.” 


“You're lying. But you’re also telling the truth. Fucking nonsense.” 
She shook her head sadly. “Christ. That was your entire plan, wasn’t 
it? ‘Hey sis, got a bullet to spare?” | didn’t deny it. Lisa let out a 
hollow laugh. “It would have worked. It’ll sti// work. You’re just trying 
to clear your head before you have to take over the organization, 
huh?” 


“Something like that,” | said. 


Lisa scowled at my lack of answer. “The day you joined the team,” 
she said, “you asked how we'd escape the entire Wards team. And 
Glory Girl. When you dragged me out into the lobby, you were 
looking for Panacea, because you already knew she was there.” 


“Yeah.” | didn’t deny it, because | had known-if not that she was 
there-then at least that she was likely there. 


Lisa let me stew for a bit before moving on. “Fine. Let’s talk about 
your weird wonder-drugs instead. They’re not tinkertech.” 


| raised an eyebrow, wondering how she’d come to that conclusion. 
Was it just her Shard looking at it and going ‘this isn’t our stuff’? 


“They work, though. You didn’t lie about them. Actually, you did lie 
about them. First, telling me they were Tinkertech at all. Second, not 
correcting me when | implied you’d gotten them in payment for your 
work. You’ve never ‘freelanced’. How many of those cards have you 
ever given out? Three? Three.” 


Okay, | had to call bullshit on her figuring out the number of business 
cards I’ve ever given out. More importantly, | apparently hadn’t 
fooled her at all with my poor attempts as misdirection. 


“Third, you told me you didn’t have enough to supply an addict, when 
you really just didn’t want me to become an addict. And that’s what | 
don’t get, really.” 


“What?” | asked. 


“| know you're attracted to me. Not physically, maybe, or not just 
physically, but you’re pretty attached to me... or to how you think of 
me. You... ‘crush’ isn’t quite the right word, but you've definitely got 
something going on in your head. Which makes so much of what you 
do make no sense. 


“You could have gotten me so hooked on your damn drugs I'd have 
done anything for you, but you wanted to be damn sure I'd never go 


that route. You could have strung me along, dangled freedom in front 
of me like a carrot. Instead, you went whole hog, told me / can leave, 
as soon as I’m ready for you to pull the trigger. You could have had 
me eating out of the palm of your hand, and you didn’t. | guess what 
I’m saying is that | just don’t get that sort of...” 


Lack of opportunism, her power supplied. | shut it off harder, then 
decided to use what it had given me anyway. “Lack of opportunism?” 


“Close enough. | never encounter that sort of... selflessness, 
especially not with capes.” 


| frowned. Selflessness? Not in a million years. 


“| was flirting with the whole first meeting; pretty much from the 
moment | noticed how nervous you were about making a good 
impression. But the next time, you were looking out for it, because 
you... well, | don’t think you knew | was faking, but you were worried 
that something was wrong. Because you already knew that | wasn’t 
attracted to you, and you cared. 


“My power has a certain... defensive bent to it, sometimes, and 
when you walked up out of costume it immediately pegged you as 
the most dangerous person I'd ever met. Well, after you turned off 
the music.” She snorted, and | smiled a little at the memory. 


“Maybe it was just worried about me being able to jam it? That was a 
joke,” | added-probably unnecessarily, given Lisa’s people reading 
skills, but | didn’t feel like being told off for having a bad sense of 
humor. “Is that ‘defensive bent’ why you freaked out so much?” 


“On Wednesday?” she asked. “No, it wasn’t that. My power... | say it 
‘tells’ me things, but it’s more like | get ideas, conclusions, that sort 
of thing. So | was pretty fucking worried when my power took one 
look at... at your ‘sister’ and started screaming in terror.” 


“Your power was scared?” | asked incredulously. 


“Not scared,” Lisa said, scowling. “Fear is ‘there’s a lion and it’s 
going to eat me.’ Terror is ‘I’m a tiny speck in a cold, uncaring 
universe and am going to die alone.’ That’s the kind of screaming it 
was doing.” 


Was she claiming her shard was having an existential crisis? “Why?” 
| asked. 


“You tell me!” 


| sat back and thought. Emily had a very large number of powers, 
including one from the Shard ‘branch’ of the document. | Suppose it 
could have been alarmed by having someone running around with 
shard-like abilities, but that wouldn’t make it terrified. Did it have to 
do with her being ‘immune to shard bullshit’, as she’d described it? | 
assumed that was due to her being a magical girl, since she’d 
mentioned it interacted oddly with things like transference. 


Was the shard worried because she was a magical girl? Dragon has 
managed to trigger, so shards were clearly compatible with non- 
biological life. How much weirder was a magical girl than an 
electronic intelligence? The Incubators weren't that far from Entities, 
really, at least in how they treated their ‘livestock’. And their goals 
were even pretty close, since they were both scared of the heat- 
death of the universe... 


“Oh,” | said. 


The Entity’s primary evolutionary pressure was the heat-death of the 
universe. The whole point of the cycle was to evolve strategies to 
deal with the eventual energy scarcity once the metaphorical fires 
started dying. And I’d shown Lisa’s shard, a super-powerful analysis 
suite, evidence that there was already something out there that could 
reverse entropy. Given how Entities felt about sharing, that must be 
like learning a rival tribe of hunter-gatherers had just invented 
nuclear power. 


“Oh?” she asked. 


“Yeah. Oh.” | paused, considering whether or not to try to explain. 
Lisa had had some difficulty with her shard blocking her from figuring 
out anything about itself, in canon, and | wasn’t sure how it would 
react to me trying to explain things. “I can explain,” | offered, “but it 
might hurt.” 


Lisa’s eyes went wide. “You’re serious. It’s a cognito-hazard?” 


“No, not... innately.” | cleared my throat nervously. “It’s more that... 
your power may react badly to /earning it. If you want to risk a bit of 
pain, I'll tell you once you’re done asking questions. Fair?” 


“| guess,” she said unhappily. “Where was |?” 


“You were saying something about your power having a defensive 
bent.” 


She sighed. “Right. The point | was making is that | Knew then that if 
| went with you, I’d be going in as deep with you as | already was 
with Coil, maybe even deeper. | was taking it on faith that you 
couldn’t be worse than he was, because | was just that desperate. At 
least you weren't going to kill me.” Lisa took a deep breath, then 
admitted, “I was ready to date you, kiss you, fuck you, whatever it 
took to get me out from under his thumb, for as long as you wanted. 
No matter how | felt about it.” 


Holy shit, that was not a great thing to hear from someone you cared 
about. “Twist the knife a little more, Amaryllis,” | muttered. “Is that 
why we had that sudden make-out session earlier?” 


She shook her head. “No, | was just... well, | convinced myself | 
would be okay with it, and then nothing happened, so... | guess | 
wanted to know if | would have been okay with it? 


“Why?” 


“| was curious?” She cleared her throat awkwardly. “What was that 
other thing? No matter how hard | try, | still don’t get four out of five 


references you make.” 
“Course you don’t. That book wasn’t written until 2015.” 


Lisa’s reaction would have been a spit-take if she’d been drinking at 
the time. “You... ! | don’t... I’m just going to assume you're fucking 
with me, because...” she trailed off, staring at me. Her mouth moved 
soundlessly as she worked through, well, something. | looked away 
for a moment; when | turned back, she was still staring, the gears in 
her head turning frantically. “Oh.” 


Then she darted forward and wrapped me in a hug. “Oh my god, 
Kasey!” she cried. “How did | not put that together?” | returned the 
hug awkwardly. Okay, Lisa’s power, a little help? | made a not- 
entirely-untrue joke about having access to the future. What has she 
put together? 


“Kasey?” Lisa asked, her face still buried in my shoulder. 
“Yeah?” 
“Have we done this before? | mean, this.” 


| couldn’t make sense of the question until her analysis power 
grabbed it and managed an answer. 


Believes I’m stuck in a groundhog day loop. 
Oh dear. Oooooh dear. 


Lisa started talking again, as much to herself as to me. “I can’t 
believe-god, it all makes sense, now. Of course you knew us. You 
knew Skitter. You knew where Lung would be and when.” 


Believes I’m stuck in a loop for the benefit of her and Taylor 
specifically. | shut the power back off. It was a nice, convenient 
conclusion, but | already felt bad about how much | was lying to her. | 
was absolutely going to have to clear this up. Somehow. 


“You know,” she continued, once she finally released me, “it’s kind of 
romantic, in a way.” 


| wasn’t following her train of thought. “What, drinking soda together 
in an underground lair?” 


“No!” She gave me another of her are-you-stupid looks. “The time 
travel thing! Going back in time to save your friends. Our very own 
Akemi Homura.” 


| did do a literal spit-take. “Pfffaugh!” | coughed a couple times, then 
grabbed a box of tissues to clean up my spill. “Huh?” 


“Yeah. Busted! Once you got me thinking about time travel, | realized 
| recognized that shield. You know missing your references drove me 
nuts! | started reading up on as much Aleph shit as | could get my 
hands on, and that was big early this year. So I’m afraid the secret is 
out.” 


“Secret?” No way. 


“Yeah. Your... ‘sister’-” Lisa made air-quotes with her fingers. “-is 
actually...” She paused and leaned forward conspiratorially. | held 
my breath, waiting. There is no way she managed to figure that out, 
right? It’s a completely unreasonable conclusion! 


“... a huge nerd!” 

| sat there for a moment while her shard explained the punchline. 
Believes Emily is a future version of me. Believes she went back in 
time and met up with ‘current’ me. Believes she is cosplaying as 


Akemi Homura as a joke she doesn't think anyone will get. 


| burst out laughing. That was just too damn funny, and the way Lisa 
scowled at my reaction only made me laugh harder. 


| couldn’t just leave it at that, though. | needed to come clean to 
someone... to everyone, really, but | could start here. 


“Sorry, Lisa,” | said, once my giggling had worn off. “Your guess is, 
well, wrong... but it's good enough that it'll explain most things. We 
can stick with that...” 


“Or | take the red pill, and you'll show me how deep the rabbit hole 
goes?” 


“Yeah.” 


She didn’t answer immediately. We finished our sodas in silence, 
and | grabbed the cans and washed them out before tossing them in 
the bin. Lisa was still thinking when | sat back down on the couch. 


“This is going to be a huge headache,” she said, “but | have to know. 
| can’t just walk away from a mystery like this.” 


“| figured as much,” | said as | rose to my feet. Lisa followed me as | 
lead the way out of the Lair-or rather, to the door out of the Lair. 
When | opened it, it didn’t lead to the small, musty cellar that hid the 
entrance. 


It led to the Warehouse. 


“Pocket dimension?” Lisa asked as we stepped through to the park. 
“Nice.” 


“This is just the start,” | warned her as | led the way to one of the 
benches. “There’s no good way to explain this, so... I’d call this 
‘ripping the bandaid off’, but it’s so much worse than that.” | fixed her 
with the most serious look | could manage. “Final warning: this is 
probably going to weird you the hell out.” 


“Do you really expect me to back down now?” 


“No, | just want to be able to say | warned you when you start 
screaming at me.” 


Lisa raised an eyebrow, but didn’t interrupt. 


“So, about five years ago from my perspective, | read a novel...” 


| barely made it through the “I experienced your life story ina 
fictional context” bombshell before Lisa decided that she’d ask more 
questions /ater, thank you very much, and went home to sleep 
through a migraine. 


Chapter 36: Recompense 
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Chapter 36: Recompense 


Sophia left a text message on my civilian phone that evening. Two 
words: call me. Once Lisa headed home, | did just that. 


“| heard about your fight,” she said. “You killed Night.” 
“Yeah,” | admitted. “Fuck, | have a goddamn body count.” 


“What the fuck, Kasey?” she asked. “I just-| thought | knew you, you 
know? You, out of costume. | figured you were making things up 
about the Teeth, maybe covering for your teammates or something. 
But... Christ. You and Taylor... fucking hell. Once the masks go on, 
you guys are just... fuck! Zero chill, | swear to god.” 


| really didn’t like this conversation. “Is that all?” 


“| mean... | guess | wanted to hear it from you. | Know who you are, | 
just can’t... | can’t map Kasey and Taylor onto Flux and Skitter. Like, 
| went back and watched the interview you did on Thursday, and... 
well, okay, | can sorta see you there, but Skitter? Totally different 
person.” 


“Not really,” | said. “That’s just what Taylor’s like when she’s not 
beaten down.” 


Sophia grunted. 


“Uh,” | said, searching for something else to say. “You didn’t tell Vista 
about us, right?” 


She laughed. “I told her Flux and Skitter had come to visit, and she 
just rolled her eyes and told me to stop making shit up.” 


“Why did you tell her that?” 
“| thought it was funny,” Sophia said. “And | was right.” 


| rolled my eyes. “You can’t see me, but | am rolling my eyes right 
now.” 


“She really is!” Max yelled from across the lounge table. 

“Who’s that?” Sophia asked. 

“Eidolon,” | said. 

It took her a full five seconds to respond. “You're fucking with me.” 
“Yeah. It’s Aspect.” 

“Try again.” 

“Scion?” 

“Fuck off.” 

| chuckled. “Couldn't resist.” 

“Night, jerk.” 


“Yeah, good night.” | sighed as | hung up and dropped the phone 
onto the table. 


“Body count, eh?” Max asked. 


“Yeah.” | avoided meeting his eyes. “Is this the part where you call 
me a hypocrite for being unhappy with you killing Bonesaw?” 


“No.” 


“Maybe you should,” | said. “You were right. | only cared about her 
because | knew her story.” 


“You weren't wrong, though,” he said. “I could have spared her, if I’d 
been willing to dedicate the resources.” 


“But you weren't.” 


“| wasn’t, no.” He paused, then continued, “But you’re not a 
hypocrite, because when it comes down to it, you don’t have the 
options | have. You’re working from a more limited playbook, with 
fewer aces up your sleeve. It’s a lot harder to capture than it is to kill, 
and you don’t have the power to spare.” 


“And you do?” | asked. 


“Not always. Bonesaw was a case where it would have been close- 
too close, in my opinion-but more often than not, yes.” 


| leaned against the arm of the couch, tapping my fingers on the 
armrest and scowling at nothing. “You still kill a lot of people.” 


“Not everyone deserves another chance.” 
“Coil,” | said, scowling. 

“Coil,” he agreed. 

oeS) a) ee) Oe 


Actually dealing with Coil proved shockingly easy: Lisa called him 
offering ‘important information’, and then Diane simply waltzed 
straight into Coil’s office wearing Tattletale’s face. ‘Cosplay imports’ 
weren't unique to Bob, apparently; she’d jumped Young Justice as 
the independent vigilante Tattletale, a psychic playful-hacker 
archetype (in)famous for airing the dirty laundry of the rich and 
powerful. The resemblance wasn't perfect, but it was damn close, 
and the mask obscured the differences. 


Coil hadn’t had a prayer: psychic mind control could be ‘reasonably 
replicated’ by shard-based master powers, so she wasn't operating 
at a handicap. She’d mastered him the moment he was in range, 
closed his other timeline, and then locked his power away behind a 
much stronger seal than she’d used on me or Dinah. By the end of 
the day, his secrets were safe in her head, his dead-man’s switches 
disarmed, and his corpse somewhere in the Bay. Lisa had been the 
one to pull the trigger, to her great satisfaction. 


The first thing I'd asked once the deed had been done was why the 
hell Coil ended up releasing the Empire’s identities under nearly the 
exact same circumstances as in canon, despite the huge number of 
divergences leading up to this point. It probably said something 
about my state of mind that | wasn’t surprised to learn it had been 
my fault. 


After my little ‘game’ with the phone call, he’d spent most of the 
week trying to have me killed. | now had a frankly disturbing list of 
things | was capable of surviving, from mundane things like anti- 
materiel rifles, radiation poisoning, and chemical weapons to weird 
tinkertech bullshit like monowire shrapnel grenades, singularity 
warheads, and super-chemicals that could oxidate fluorine. 


His game of ‘What Can Flux Survive’ had been interrupted by the 
Empire growing too well established for his tastes, and he really 
didn’t want to pay up for my work at the Gallery, so he’d decided to 
kill two birds with one stone by throwing the Empire at me and 
hoping they’d get lucky. His observer hadn't realized that my 
disarmament had been temporary, and the bastard had taken 
pleasure in thinking that I'd been permanently crippled. 


Eighty-four people were dead because they’d been caught in the 
crossfire from a stupid, impulse thumbing of my nose in Coil’s 
direction. Yes, Purity was a ticking time bomb and Coil had been the 
one to Set it off, but he’d been aiming at me. 


3X S=XS= Ke 


It was now the early hours of the morning on Saturday, so early as to 
still be Friday night to most sensibilities, and | was sitting in Coil’s 
chair, playing an entirely new role. It was a temporary task I’d 
honestly considered just foisting on Emily, but as I’d concluded, 
power fantasies came with power. 


The fact that taking control of the organization was an optional 
objective in my log shouldn’t have influenced my decision at all, 
because | didn’t actually get anything for completing the tasks, but | 
was self-aware enough to suspect it had. Regardless, | only had to 
do the job until Lisa got back. 


My new costume was mostly borrowed from Emily: a smart black 
pantsuit with a snake’s head embroidered on the breast. My face 
was covered by a stern porcelain mask that mirrored my facial 
expressions, to a limited extent, and | was wearing a wig that made 
me a blonde with a severe bun. The only jewelry was a ring on my 
ring hand of a serpent eating its tail, one glimmering emerald eye 
facing upwards. | probably would have fit in pretty well with the 
Ambassadors if | wasn’t such an ‘incurable spazz’, in Lisa’s words. 


That was why she was in Boston, smoothing things over with 
Accord, and | was here. The gist of the visit was, ‘Hi, sorry we 
murdered your pen pal, can we pick up where he left off?’ | thought | 
was perfectly capable of composing myself properly, but Lisa had 
disagreed, so | was covering the ‘home field’ instead. 


“How was my speech?” | asked. 


“It went well,” ‘Tattletale’ said from behind me. She was standing 
over my left shoulder; looming like a good second-in-command 
should. “You showed off enough competence that they don’t need to 
worry about the organization collapsing, and enough power that they 
aren’t going to challenge you, while being reasonable enough for 
them not to distrust you.” 


“And they’re loyal to the money?” 


“Most of them. There may be some problem cases.” 


“We'll keep ‘em in line,” Perdition said cockily. He was lounging 
against the wall to my left; Trickster was wearing a hole in the floor 
on the other side of the room. A single folding chair sat in the center 
of the room across the desk from me, waiting. 


| wasn’t sure if either of them knew who | was, other than that | was 
part of the same conspiracy as Flux and the people who’d 
intercepted them back in Boston. | had a different ‘face’, different 
personality, and different (displayed) powers-!| was posing as a tinker 
with a bunch of gadgets loaned from the Warehouse. The mask 
changed my voice, as well, so unless they were willing to make a 
leap of logic based solely on my height and gender, there wasn't a 
whole lot linking ‘Flux’ and ‘Coil’. Yeah, we’d stolen the name, too. 


I'd have changed back into ‘Cassandra’, but | hadn’t slotted an alt- 
form before the jump. I’d obviously had no wish to go back to 
‘default’, and I’d figured | wouldn’t be vain enough to want to turn 
back into the hentai-art model. The utility of having multiple identities 
hadn’t occurred to me at the time. 


“Something on your mind, Trickster?” | asked. He stopped pacing 
long enough to glance my way, then went back to his route as he 
spoke. 


“Just a bit jumpy,” he said. “Waiting for something else to go wrong.” 
“| understand the feeling. How’s Noelle?” 

“Impatient.” 

| nodded. “I wish | had better news, but we’re having trouble working 
with her... unusual physiology. Our original plan was to surgically 
scar her gemma until it could no longer function, then remove her 


head before her impossible biology could kill her and put it on a new, 
human body-” 


Perdition barked a laugh. “You wanted to stick an icepick in her brain 
and then decapitate her.” 


“It is significantly more therapeutic than that,” | argued. “We'd have 
used a gamma knife, for starters-” 


“We are not doing that,” Trickster said, slashing an arm in front of 
him for emphasis. “No way, no how.” 


“We’re not,” | agreed, “because it wouldn't work, or we'd have done it 
back in Boston. Her human brain is entirely vestigial. She has a core 
somewhere in her main mass that contains her gemma, and that’s... 
her, for most purposes. So surgery is out. 


“We considered giving her another vial, since the mutation was 
caused by an incomplete dose, but according to our precog, giving 
her another half a vial has a one in ten chance of killing her, one in 
two of not helping, and a one in four of making the situation worse.” 


“Worse?” he repeated. “How much worse can it get?” 
“| don’t know, and | do not want to find out.” 


“It doesn’t matter why it gets worse,” Perdition said. “Vials aren’t an 
option; she wouldn't drink one, anyway. Do you have anything else?” 


“You're probably not going to like it, but... we could try to clone hera 
new body and then transfer her mind into it.” Unfortunately, ‘try’ was 
the operative word, here. Dinah’s power couldn’t make heads or tails 
of our outside-context powers, and it wasn’t clear if the twenty- 
percent ‘balance patch’ would make it five times harder to do, or only 
one-fifth as successful regardless of effort. 


“You just said that wouldn't work,” Trickster said. 
“| said we couldn't put her brain in a new body.” 


“Do | want to know the difference?” 


“No, you don't.” The Travelers had been freed from the Simurgh’s 
influence, but they would not be happy in the slightest to have a 
telepath anywhere near them, no matter how many problems it 
would solve. Which was ironic, because said telepath was directly 
behind me, preparing to solve more problems. 


«l heard that. Also, Pitter’s here.» 


“Pitter’s here,” | said. The warning gave the two Travelers a chance 
to make themselves look at least vaguely professional, so they 
weren't startled by the knock on the door. “Enter.” 


Mr. Pitter was one of the ‘problem cases’ Diane-sorry, ‘Tattletale’-had 
identified: he had been loyal to Coil personally, so his place in the 
new order was up in the air. | hadn’t been too surprised to learn that 
Mr. Pitter, perhaps Coil’s most right-hand of men, had been our 
‘chauffeur’. If | recalled correctly, Coil had killed Pitter’s ex-wife for 
him; hardly a sympathetic story, but he had yet to do anything truly 
abominable, at least in this timeline. Small, unassuming, and 
bookish, he took a nervous look around the room, then walked over 
to the chair I’d provided and sat down like a man on trial. Which he 
was, really. 


Diane gave me a flash of his point of view. | was sitting-lounging, 
really, all the best villains had terrible posture-in a high-backed mesh 
chair behind a plain wooden desk. Diane was doing a pretty damn 
good Tattletale impression in the background behind me, and 
although they weren'’t in his field of vision as he kept his eyes on me, 
Pitter was very aware of the two Travelers flanking him. That was 
their role in this little show: lurking on the sidelines not just as a show 
of force, but as a reminder to the man in the hot seat that more 
powerful people had seen which way the wind was blowing. 


Pitter was nervous; as far as he knew, a complete unknown had 
casually assassinated his boss and taken his place before anyone 
knew what was happening, leaving the mercenaries and Travelers 
scrambling to make deals to preserve their arrangements. The fact 
that | shared a sense of style with two different rumored boogiemen 


definitely helped my intimidation factor. There was also the simple 
fact that capes and muscle always had a place in any organization, 
and Pitter knew more than most about the ties that bound the 
Travelers to Coil-and now to me. Gophers like him were more easily 
replaced if one wasn’t worried about loyalty, and very easily replaced 
if one was worried about loyalty. | let him sweat for a moment. 


“Mister Pitter,” | drawled, lingering on the s. “You enjoyed quite a bit 
of trust from my... predecessor.” It was a tricky not-quite-a-question. 
If he affirmed his loyalty to Coil, he’d make himself seem less 
trustworthy to me. If he distanced himself from Coil, he’d make 
himself seem less trustworthy to me. The answer didn’t actually 
matter, so much as the thoughts that would come up while he 
struggled to find a way out. 


Having Diane skim his surface thoughts was one of the least 
invasive uses of her various powers, something she had no qualms 
about using without consent; it was barely more than the real 
Tattletale could have managed herself. 


Pitter swallowed nervously. “I...” He paused, licked his lips, and 
swallowed again. Trickster scratched an itch under his mask; the 
movement reminded Pitter of his presence and made him sweat 
harder. “I had proven myself dependable,” he stuttered. 


It was a pretty good answer, focusing on himself and his usefulness 
without assigning loyalty in any particular direction. As I'd said, 
though, it didn’t matter. What do you think? 


«He’s scared of you. In the short term, that will keep him from trying 
anything, but... » 


But The Prince was satire, | finished. What was he thinking? 
«Mostly, whether he could ingratiate himself with you enough to keep 


his head. He was also wondering how you'd have him killed if he 
failed. He’s got a pretty morbid imagination.» 


Fear wasn’t ideal, but it was still useful, so | moved on with my script. 
“Very well. Pitter. You have two options: 


“The first option is that you continue on as you have. You work for 
me as you worked for Coil. I’m sure you understand the 
arrangement.” 


Pitter’s eyes flicked from my ring, to the snake’s head on my jacket, 
to my mask, and then back to my ring. He nodded, then realized | 
wanted a proper response and said, “I understand.” 


“The second option is that you walk away. If you do not wish to work 
for me, | will give you one hundred thousand dollars to never discuss 
your time in the organization with anyone, and to never set foot 
within five hundred miles of Brockton Bay ever again. If you leave 
North America entirely, | will increase the payment to one hundred 
fifty thousand dollars; | hear Europe is doing well these days.” Due, 
in large part, to Max and company. “Should you hold to those rules, 
you will be free to live out the rest of your life as though we never 
met.” 


| gave him a moment to digest the offer, to start doubting, before | 
spoke again. “This is not a trap or test. Anyone working for me under 
duress is a liability. If you want out, | want you out, and will pay for 
your relocation and silence. Do you understand?” 


“| understand,” he repeated cautiously. Pitter took his time thinking 
over his choice, which was good; a snap decision would have been 
suspicious. “I... | would rather not leave the city. | am prepared to 
continue my work.” 


«He doesn’t really believe either offer. He was convinced one of 
them was a trap, and decided to stay because he thought that was 
the less likely one. He may not be loyal, but he’s too risk-averse to 
betray you until you have one foot in the grave already.» 


Is he going to be looking for an angle forever, or will he settle down? 


«He'll settle down. He’s not going to stop looking over his shoulder, 
but that’s normal in this business, and his loyalty can be earned. 
Eventually.» 


Good enough. “Excellent. You may go; | will call you when | need 
you.” Pitter stood up and walked away with as much outward calm 
as he could manage. A minute later, the first of the troublesome 
mercs sat down in the same chair, and the process began all over 
again. 
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The interviews had continued for so long that my requisite hour of 
sleep had still seen me wake up around noon. With nothing else to 
do, | headed over to the loft. To my surprise, | found Taylor sitting in 
the hot-seat of some cape-themed fighting game; Alec was leaning 
on the back of the couch watching her go. 


“Hey,” | said. “I didn’t know you played that sort of game.” 
“| don't,” she said, turning to look at me. 


| raised an eyebrow as she expertly performed a twelve-hit counter 
on her opponent without even looking at the screen, then walked 
over and stuck my hand in front of Alec’s face. They both cursed as 
Taylor’s character lost half his health while Alec was distracted. He 
tried to dodge out of the way, but | grabbed his arm and dragged him 
towards the back of the room. “What the hell, dude?” | hissed at him. 


“It was her idea!” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah?” Taylor said uncertainly. “Il was watching him play, and we got 
to talking about muscle memory and stuff, and he mentioned that he 


could play a game through someone else’s hands. | wanted to try it 
and see if | retained anything afterward.” 


“Huh.” | glanced back at Alec. “Just her hands?” | whispered. 
“Just her hands,” he whispered back. “Relax.” 


| let go and backed off, raising a hand to my face in embarrassment. 
“Sorry,” | said. “Had a rough day yesterday. Still a little on edge.” 


“Clearly,” Alec said as he backed away. 

“| said I’m sorry.” 

“Yeah, whatever.” Alec hopped over the back of the couch and took 
a seat next to Taylor. “I bet Taylor can kick your ass in Cape Fighter 


now,” he said. 


| took that to mean we were cool. “She probably could. | don’t play 
fighting games.” 


“Your loss.” 

| walked over and sat on the other couch. Taylor unpaused the game 
and went back to it-or rather, Alec did. Taylor was barely paying any 
attention to the screen at all. 


They'd almost made it to the end of the campaign when Brian 
walked in on working legs. GUARD had approached him while he 
was out of costume and treated his ankle, pretending to have 
mistaken him for a victim of the recent violence. My meddling, of 
course. 


“Ah, Kasey, you’re already here,” he said. “I just got a call from Lisa. 
The boss wants to meet us.” 


“He does?” Taylor asked. 
Brian nodded. “Yeah. Monday night. | guess we're in.” 


“Does that matter?” Alec asked. 


“We'll see soon enough.” 


Three days after the Empire’s meltdown, the other Undersiders and | 
entered the construction site over Coil’s lair. The five of us had 
walked most of the way, rather than ride Bitch’s dogs; there was no 
rush, and the heroes were still on high alert. The Empire was 
effectively gone-only Rune, Crusader, and Purity were still at large- 
but the violence had been so sudden and horrific that the forces of 
law and order were watching like hawks-more to reassure the public 
than because they expected further disasters, but it still necessitated 
caution on our part. 


Grue lead the way down into the subterranean lair. Bitch was right 
behind him, with Regent and Skitter in the middle and me bringing 
up the rear; my presence meant no one questioned Tattletale’s 
absence. 


Lisa was currently running the show, of course. It was a little mean of 
me, but | was looking forward to that reveal. 


We climbed down a long set of creepy, abandoned-looking stairs, 
then walked down a hallway into a small antechamber that contained 
only a single security camera. A hidden door on the wall in front of us 
swung outwards as Tattletale opened the door from the inside. 
“Tats?” Grue asked, confused. “What are you doing here?” 


“No questions,” Tattletale said, beckoning us forward before setting 
off deeper into the base. 


Rather than following, Grue turned to Bitch. “Is it just me, or did she 
sound off?” he asked. 


“Smelled off,” Bitch said. “I don’t like it. Don’t trust her.” 


“| Know you don't-” 


“No,” Bitch snapped. “Don’t trust her. Something’s wrong.” 


Grue paused, then set his shoulders and followed Tattletale. We 
trailed after him, passing mercenaries running about, moving boxes 
and relaying orders. The entire lair was in a state of controlled chaos 
as the entire Organization restructured itself for the coming plan. 


Tattletale led us to an otherwise unremarkable door and knocked 
twice. “Enter,” Coil called, and we did. Tattletale immediately moved 
around the desk to take up a looming position behind the high- 
backed chair. The entrance was flanked by two mercs, and the 
Travelers co-leaders were hovering on either side of the room again. 
There were five folding chairs in front of the desk, and when Coil 
didn’t speak, Grue sat down in the middle one. Bitch and Skitter took 
the ones on either side of him, leaving Regent and | on the outside. 


Coil stared at us. We stared at Coil. 


Grue decided to break the silence. “The Coil who showed up at the 
truce meeting was a guy.” 


“He was,” Coil agreed. 


“A decoy, then?” he asked suspiciously. “Because if that’s the case, 
we don't have anything to suggest that you aren’t the decoy instead.” 


“Coil attended the meeting personally,” she said. She paused just 
long enough for Grue to start on a follow-up question, then 
interrupted him to add, “I have recently... replaced him.” 


“Replaced?” Regent asked. “So you aren’t Coil?” 


“lam. | took his organization, his fortune, his responsibilities, and- 
yes-his name.” 


“His responsibilities?” Grue repeated. “I had an arrangement-” 


“lam well aware,” she said, cutting him off. “The first purpose of this 
meeting is to decide whether you are going to continue the same 


arrangement, or renegotiate.” 


“Renegotiate’ isn’t the stupidest euphemism I’ve heard,” Regent 
said, “but it’s hardly the most intimidating.” 


“lam being quite literal. Grue, your arrangement is satisfactory?” 
“Did you release the Empire’s identities?” Grue asked. 


“No. In fact, that was the action that... accelerated my timetable, 
shall we say?” 


“You mean that was what got you to off the old Coil,” Skitter said. 
“That is correct enough for our purposes. And let’s call him Calvert; 
he’s not using his name anymore. Now, Grue, does your deal 
stand?” 

Grue cleared his throat nervously. “Yes.” 

“Good. Bitch?” 

“| need more money for my dogs.” 

“Send me a bill,” Coil said without hesitation. “Regent?” 

“Can | have more money too?” he asked. 

“If you can prove expenses-which you can’t, so no. Skitter?” 

“| need legal help in my civilian identity,” Skitter said. 

“We'll discuss that privately. Flux?” 

“| want merchandising,” | said. 


That was the first demand that had given Coil pause. “What?” 


“Merchandising. You know, tee-shirts, action fig-” 


“No,” she said, in a tone that brooked no argument. 
“AWWW.” 


“Now that that has been settled, it is time to move on to the... main 
issues. You are likely wondering how | came to this position. The 
answer is simple: thinkers, working together, work wonders. Augur, 
what is the probability that Leviathan will hit Brockton Bay in the next 
two weeks?” 


Dinah stepped forward from the shadow of the chair on the side 
opposite Tattletale. She was wearing a simple armored coat and 
pants, with a Greek-styled faux-porcelain woman’s mask over her 
face. “Ninety one point eight two percent,” she stated crisply. 


“Nobody can predict Endbringers,” Regent said immediately. 

“Not directly. However, there are ways around that. Augur, the 
probability that more than half the city suffers severe water damage 
within the next two weeks?” 


“Ninety one point eight two percent,” Augur repeated. 


“The probability of a gathering of at least one hundred parahumans 
within the city limits in the next two weeks?” 


“Ninety one point eight two percent.” 


“| believe the pattern is clear.” Coil interlaced her fingers on the table 
in front of her; the action caused the gem in the eye of the serpent- 
shaped silver ring to sparkle ominously. 


“You haven't actually proved anything, you know,” Regent said. 


“| can verify the accuracy of Augur’s predictions,” Tattletale said. 
“The most likely date for the attack is the 15th. Sunday.” 


“Shit,” he said. 


“Shit’ indeed,” Coil agreed. “Calvert's plan was to use the 
Undersiders, and the Travelers-” she nodded to the two capes 
flanking us, “-as catspaws. You would gradually begin to whittle away 
at the holdings of the gangs, taking and holding territory yourselves, 
and by controlling you, he would expand his criminal influence over 
the city without ever appearing to increase in strength.” 


“What good is that if an Endbringer is going to show up?” Grue 
demanded. 


“Worse than useless,” she said. “However, we are now planning for 
the aftermath. The breakdown of law and order. You can be the ones 
to restore that order, in your own ways-think of it as a continuation of 
your efforts against the Teeth. Carve out corners of the city where 
the heroes can’t reach and entrench yourselves until you become 
fixtures.” 


“Doing what, exactly?” Skitter asked. 


“You could think of it as... gray caping. Somewhere between heroism 
and villainy, a sort of selective vigilantism. You control territory like 
villains, but what you do with that territory is up to you. We'll be 
starting with disaster relief, of course. If you play your cards right, 
you can make yourselves into local figures to the point that people 
would fight the Protectorate to Keep you around. From there, it’s up 
to you what you allow in your borders. /f you are interested.” 


“We barely survived against the Teeth,” Regent said. 

“You're not one to talk,” Grue told him. “He has a point, however.” 
“Augur?” Coil prompted. 

“The probability of your plan succeeding without serious injury to 
your forces following the modeled Endbringer attack is sixty seven 


point two one percent. The probability of your plan failing without 
serious injury to the same is twenty eight point five three percent.” 


“That leaves about four and a half percent in which a serious injury 
occurs,” Coil said. “Working with me will also grant you access to 
tinkertech medical care, as well.” 


“| don’t need territory,” Bitch said. “Don’t want it.” 


“That's fine. You can choose to focus on your dogs if you wish. Are 
you still willing to assist your teammates?” When Bitch hesitated, 
Coil added, “Working together, you should be able to shut down all 
the dogfighting rings in the city.” 


That got Bitch’s attention, but she wasn’t on board yet. “Dunno,” she 
said. “I don’t trust you. You talk like her. Tattletale.” Her eyes went to 
the cape in question over Coil shoulder. 


“Do you trust your teammates?” Coil asked. 
“Some of them are all right.” 


“Then, can you trust that they will side with you against me if | 
attempt to betray your trust?” 


Bitch looked over us for a moment. “Fine,” she said. “Whatever. | 
play by your rules, and you'll keep helping me with the dogs?” 


“As much or as little as you want.” 
“Fine,” she repeated. “I'll play along. For now.” 


“You said Coil planned to use us as catspaws,” Grue said. “But 
you’re doing exactly the same thing.” 


“Only in the broadest sense. For starters, | intend to honor my 
commitments, rather than dangling false promises in front of you. 
Calvert could have pushed your custody case through the courts 
already, but he delayed it, rather than speeding it along. He valued 
the leverage.” Grue stiffened. “You aren’t surprised | know about 
that, surely?” 


“No,” he grumbled. 


“Back to the point, | obviously intend to benefit from this plan, but 
unlike your former employer, I’m going to play straight with you. You 
control the territory. / rent what | need from you, with payment in both 
cash and material support-starting with the disaster relief supplies 
I’ve already begun to stockpile. Cooperation, rather than 
exploitation.” 


“That sounds good,” Grue admitted, “but I’m not sure how much your 
word is worth.” 


“You talk too much,” Bitch... agreed? 


“Fine, | will put it as simply as | can,” Coil said. “I will help you hold 
territory in exchange for your permission to use that territory. You will 
have the right to refuse requests you find unreasonable or 
objectionable. | will also honor the existing agreements you had with 
Calvert. Is that a fair deal?” 


“Tattletale?” Grue asked. 


“You can trust her,” Tattletale said. “A lot farther than you should 
have trusted the old boss.” 


“You trusted the old boss.” 


“He had leverage,” she spat. “I worked for Calvert, but | never trusted 
the bastard. | would have run if | could.” She paused. “You don’t 
have to take this deal. You can walk, and that’s not something | could 
ever say about Calvert. He didn’t let people go.” 


We exchanged glances. | nodded, and one by one, the others did as 
well. “Fine,” Grue said. “We’re in.” 


“Excellent,” Coil said. “In that case, | have one more thing to share 
with you. | believe it will help build a measure of trust. Augur, 
Travelers, guards: leave us.” 


The mercenaries immediately about-faced and exited. Trickster and 
Perdition were slightly slower, stopping to offer a pair of sloppy but 
not entirely sarcastic salutes to their new boss. Augur was the last to 
go, nodding to me in passing on the way out. The door clicked shut 
behind her. Tattletale remained in place; she was grinning, now, 
eager to see the looks on our faces. | had to keep myself from doing 
the same. 


“God, | hate wearing this thing,” Coil muttered as she fussed with her 
mask. “Feels like someone's talking over me, covering up everything 
| say.” Her voice changed abruptly on the last word as the voice- 
changer moved out of range of her mouth, giving the others a half- 
second of foreshadowing before Lisa showed her face. “Hi, guys.” 
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Chapter 37: Calm 


Chapter 37: Calm 


Grue had the most eloquent response to her reveal. “What.” 


“Lisa? What the fuck?” Regent looked back and forth between Lisa 
and Tattletale in confusion. “What?” 


“Body double,” they said. Tattletale pulled her own mask off to reveal 
a face that was very similar to, but still recognizably not, Lisa’s. 


Diane waved to us. “I'll see to the preparations,” she said by way of 
goodbye. She put the mask back on and headed out the door after 
Augur. 

“Knew something was wrong with her,” Bitch muttered. 


“Yeah, good call.” Lisa kicked back in her fancy chair. “Il know you 
don’t like me, but you at least trust me a little more than a stranger, 
right?” 

“No,” Bitch said bluntly. Lisa pouted. 

“You killed Coil?” Brian asked. 


“| pulled the trigger, but | didn’t do the work,” Lisa admitted. “I hada 
lot of help. But I’ve taken over his organization from the top down.” 


“Where did you find her?” Skitter asked. 
“Augur?” 
“No-well, yes, her too. | meant, where did you find a body double?” 


“They’re on loan from GUARD,” Lisa said with a grin. 


“GUARD?” Grue and Regent yelled over each other. 
“Guard?” Bitch asked, confused. 


“They’re the hero team that smashed the Empire last week,” Grue 
said. “Their leader’s an Eidolon type swiss-army-cape, and pretty 
much everyone on the team is an A-lister in terms of raw power.” 


“Including Flux,” Skitter said. Everyone stared at her, me included. 
That was quite a leap to make, but she wasn’t wrong except on 
specifics. 


Regent was the first to break the silence. “You're going to have to 
run that by me again.” 


“Flux is a member of GUARD.” | could fee! the self-satisfied smirk in 
her words. “And Lisa knows it. Flux probably helped set this up, and 
has just been playing along, when she wasn't fucking with Lisa for 
laughs.” 


“How the hell did you figure that out?” Lisa asked. 


Skitter pulled off her mask to better scowl across the desk. “The hell 
is that supposed to mean?” 


“Sorry, that came out wrong.” Taylor relaxed her glare, raising an 
eyebrow instead. “I mean / couldn’t make heads or tails of her until 
she brought me into her secrets, and you put that together just like 
that?” 


She offered a humble shrug before pulling her mask back on. “Flux 
had some sort of connection to Beacon. Beacon has a history with 
one of GUARD’s tinkers. GUARD came out of nowhere with more 
resources than they should have, with a side shady enough to loan 
‘Coil’ a body double to keep up appearances and help us ‘gray hat’ 
the Bay.” She folded her arms in victory. “It’s a logical conclusion.” 


“How did you connect Beacon to Flux?” Lisa asked. 


“They both have the same accent, and Beacon’s transfer to the 
Protectorate went through the same day Flux bought her house.” 


“How did you learn that?” 

“It’s... in the public city records?” 

Lisa dropped her head onto the desk. “I spend days digging through 
the most secure servers | can crack looking for some hint of Flux’s 
past, and you figure it out with a single visit to city hall.” Skitter 
shrugged. 


Grue preempted her next comment with a question of his own. 
“When did you figure this out?” 


“A couple weeks ago. Well, | suspected a couple weeks ago, but the 
way Beacon acted during-” 


“You figured this out weeks ago?” Lisa yelled. “And you didn’t say 
anything?” 


“| thought if / could figure it out, you must Know already!” 


Grue leaned forward to glare at me around Skitter. “Were you going 
to mention this at any point?” 


“First off, I’m not actually involved in GUARD,” | said. “Second, what 
part of ‘shady’ makes you think I'd advertise it?” 


“What part of ‘teammate’ makes you think you should hide this kind 
of shit?” he demanded. “Oh, right, the part where you were a plant-” 


“Hey, now!” | said. “I haven’t done anything that wasn't in the interest 
of the team-” 


“Except hide your real loyalties-” 


Bitch smacked him on the helmet. “Don’t be stupid,” she said. “Flux 
helped. Who cares who sent her?” 


We stopped short, surprised by the unexpected show of support. 
“Uh, thanks,” | said. 


“Whatever.” 


“You know,” Skitter told Grue, “now that | think about it, she’s 
probably why GUARD ‘accidentally’ picked you up for medical care.” 


Grue thought that over. “Is that true?” 


“Yeah.” | sighed. “Give away all my secrets, why don’t you? Maybe 
we should start calling you Tattletale.” She elbowed me. 


“| said | didn’t need help,” he said. 

“No, you said you didn’t trust me,” | shot back. 

“Was | wrong?” 

“You are really looking a gift horse in the mouth, there, man,” Regent 
said. “Say, Tats, if your double’s on loan from GUARD, is she a cape, 
too, or just a decoy?” 

“The scariest master/stranger you'll ever meet,” Lisa said. 

“You know who my father is, right?” he asked. 

“| stand by my statement.” 

“Who?” Skitter asked. 

Regent hesitated, then shrugged. “Whatever. Not like it really 
matters anymore, but my Dad was Heartbreaker. | was born Jean- 


Paul Vasil.” 


“Seriously?” Grue asked. When no one else joined in, he threw up 
his hands and shouted, “Am | the only one alarmed by this?” 


“Yes,” Skitter said. “It’s the same as It is with Flux. He’s still the same 
Alec as always.” 


“Whatever,” Bitch agreed. “You serious about this Endbringer thing?” 
“Dead serious,” Lisa confirmed. 

“| need to move my dogs out of the city. You gonna help with that?” 
“I'll send a couple vans. We'll drive you fifty miles inland and shelter 
you for a week. I’ll even lend you a couple guys to help out while 


you’re away. Fair?” 


“| want to meet whoever will be caring for them,” Bitch insisted. 
“Make sure they know what they’re doing.” 


“It'll be the same people | send to help you move them. If you don't 
like them, call me and I'll send someone else.” 


“Great.” She glanced back at us. “Can we go now?” 


Lisa sighed. “You can go, if you want. Do you need help finding your 
way out?” 


“No.” Bitch got up and walked out without saying goodbye. 

“How long have you worked for GUARD?” Grue asked me. 

“| don’t work for GUARD,” | groused. “I’m connected. It’s different.” 
“How?” 

“Well, it's more like GUARD and | work for the same people.” 


“And now Lisa does, too,” he said. “You know, when | heard we’d 
finally get to meet the boss, | thought that meant we were done with 
this ‘mysterious backer’ shit, not doubling down on it!” 


“] think we need to talk more about the Endbringer,” Regent said. 


“There’s nothing to talk about,” | said. “If you want to get out of the 
city, you have... what is it, probably two or three days to make 
yourself scarce?” 


“More or less,” Lisa agreed. “We did agree that we'd stay and fight, 
though.” 


“Yeah, | did,” Regent said, “but that was under the assumption that 
we wouldn't have time to get out of the way!” He threw up his hands. 
“Do you even realize how crazy it is to have even a single day’s 
warning for an Endbringer attack? That’s the kind of thing that would 
get you a ticket straight to the most important thinker on the planet. 
Have you even told anyone else?” 


“GUARD knows, obviously. Telling the Protectorate would move the 
attack.” 


“Well for the love of god do that, then!” he yelled 
“That would ruin the preparations,” Skitter said. 
“Yeah, well it wouldn't ruin the city!” 

“It would ruin somewhere else!” 

“We aren’t somewhere else!” 


“Enough,” Grue said, demonstrating some actual leadership. “I don't 
Suppose you know the odds of us managing to survive the attack?” 


“Individually? Flux is functionally indestructible. The rest of you 
would be on S&R, which has the lowest casualty rates except for the 
healers themselves.” Lisa paused, then admitted, “It’s still about a 
one in eight chance you die, though.” 


“You guys shouldn’t fight,” | said. “I mean, sorry, that came out 
wrong. You shouldn't feel obligated to fight. I’m not going to tell you 
not to. But... | may be overconfident, but | think we have this under 
control.” 


“Definitely overconfident,” Regent said. “You’ve never faced an 
Endbringer before, have you?” 


“Close enough.” If Ilias didn’t count, | didn’t know what would. 


“It doesn’t matter,” Lisa interrupted. “We've got three days, minimum. 
If you want to leave, you can leave. | don’t think Bitch is going to be 
coming back from her temporary shelter. You’re welcome to spend a 
week in Boston if you can keep your head down.” 


“I’m staying,” Grue said. 

“So am I,” Skitter said. 

“I’m sitting this out,” Regent said. “I’m game for ruling territory or 
whatever afterwards-hell, playing hero sounds like a great final ‘Eff 


You’ to my old man-but I’m not going to sit around waiting to die.” 


“| understand. No hard feelings.” Lisa looked down the line. “Is there 
anything else?” 


“Yeah,” he said. “Your double. ‘Scariest master-stranger’ is quite a 
claim.” 


“She’s a telepath,” Lisa said. 

“You claimed you were a telepath,” Grue said. 

“| claimed a lot of things. She’s an honest-to-god telepath, 
telekinetic, precog, post-cog, pericog, illusionist, and a straight-up 


no-line-of-sight-required human master ten to top it off.” 


“Okay,” Regent said. “Now I’m alarmed.” 


The Warehouse lounge had been turned into a war room. 


The normal furniture had been removed (or perhaps dismissed) in 
favor of rows of stadium seating in front of a podium and projector 
screen. Nearly the entire Warehouse ‘membership’ had turned out in 
preparation. The first order of business was to go over everyone’s 
skills and abilities; unfortunately, a lot of the most promising abilities 
were subject to Management’s power-down rule. Parahuman powers 
still had to operate on physics, even if it was weird clarketech 
physics, which meant that Endbringers were going to be defending 
against those sorts of physical effects with those sorts of physical 
effects. Conceptual abilities and absolutes could probably bypass a 
lot of the defense... but we couldn’t use those. The remainder was 
less promising, simply because, as per the rule, it was all things that 
parahumans could already do, and had done, with little to no effect. 
Our strategy more or less came down to hitting Leviathan until he 
died. 


After the briefing and a five minute break, Max laid out the most 
likely positions for our forces, the plan, the plan for when that plan 
didn’t work, the plan for when that plan didn’t work, and so on, until 
we were so deep in contingencies that | couldn’t remember the 
original plan. It didn’t really matter, because | was going to be 
following, not leading. As long as the person | was listening to knew 
the plan, I'd be fine. 


Assuming they were still alive. Oh god, Arma flashbacks. Where the 
command element is always the first to die. 


Well, my role wasn’t exactly complicated. I’d decided | was going to 
be on the front line; between that and Search and Rescue, stopping 
an injury was always more valuable than trying to piece someone 
back together afterwards, and if that meant taking hits meant for 
someone else, I’d embrace it. Of course, the main goal was to slow 
Leviathan down enough for the blasters to tear him to pieces from 
range, but | wasn’t sure how useful | was going to be against a target 
that size. | gave it ten to one odds that he’d be immune to or 
otherwise not inconvenienced by my direct striker effect, which left 
‘grab on and be heavy’ as my primary contribution. Amazing. 


The number of contingencies and resources directed at the problem 
should probably reassure me, but | left the meeting wondering if Max 
had been faking his confidence in killing Leviathan after all. 
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The only thing left to do after that was hurry up and wait. | would 
have visited the Palanquin again, but Faultline and her Crew were 
out of the city on business. Fortunate timing, as far as | was 
concerned. 


Bitch and Regent left the city. Brian eventually convinced his father 
and sister to follow them. 


Most of the next few days were spent plotting with Lisa/Tattletale/Coil 
and moving emergency supplies into the Warehouse, which was 
suddenly living up to its name. Local people and imported 
companions were ‘locked’ into leaving the Warehouse to the same 
place they entered it to prevent convenient ‘fast-travel’, but inanimate 
objects had no such restriction. | spent a few hours shifting freight 
into the Warehouse in each of more than a dozen cities thanks to 
some long-distance mark/recall teleportation from Max; once the 
battle ended, we'd be able to retrieve the supplies from anywhere we 
could normally open a door. 


| also remembered to ask Max about adding video capture to my 
goggles, and he pointed me to Mordy, one of the team’s many 
science and engineering experts. 


Mordy looked an awful lot like an extra from Half Life: an old white 
guy with silly hair in a lab coat, bustling about the Workshop with 
manic energy. He was talking shop with Sonoshee while servicing 
some kind of heavy weapon when | walked in. 


“Mordy?” | asked. 


“Cass. Kasey? Looking for me. In need of upgrades?” 


“Yeah, actually.” | pulled out the two pairs of goggles from my 
costumes. “I was hoping to add video recording to these.” 


“Ah, yes. Helmet footage. Useful tool. Bring it here.” 


| set the goggles down on the table, and he immediately produced a 
screwdriver from his pocket and began disassembling one pair. In 
less than a minute, the electronics were spread carefully over the 
table. 


Mordy nodded to himself as he looked over the components. 
“Goggles already contain cameras for alternate vision modes. Need 
to add normal spectrum camera, data storage. Should be simple. 
Ten minutes, at most.” 


He looked at the other pair of goggles. “Twenty minutes,” he 
amended. 
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Mordy was still working on the first pair of goggles an hour later 
when Garrus walked in wearing his usual Turian form. “Mordin!” he 
called. “How’s my gun?” 


Mordin! | knew the way he talked seemed familiar. 


“Not finished. New project, simple modification, estimated time-” 
Mordin glanced at his wristwatch, “-negative forty minutes.” He 
snorted. “Estimate needs revision.” 


Garrus looked down at the well-organized but nevertheless pile-like 
arrangement of parts on the table in front of him. “What are you 
working on?” 


“Visor with variable vision modes. Infrared and lowlight. Request for 
video capture, requires storage, new visual-spectrum sensor. Further 
additions: medical scanner, short-, long-range microphones, vision 


magnification, flash protection, SONAR, subspace, remote 
ultrasound, MRI-” 


“That’s kinda overkill, isn’t it?” | asked. 
“Nonsense. Preparation essential.” 


“You have other things to prepare, too,” Garrus said in a lightly 
teasing tone. 


“Of course.” Mordin looked down at the goggles, brow furrowed. 
“Suppose gravimetric Sensors unnecessary.” 


“He gets carried away sometimes,” Garrus told me as Mordin went 
back to work. 


“Not ‘carried away’,” Mordin protested. “Anticipating new problems. 
Small investment, preparation can save lives.” 


“You're Mordin Solus, aren’t you?” | asked. 


“Yes. Former STG, practicing doctor, scientist, engineer, white mage, 
blacksmith, enchanter, ritualist. At your service.” He glanced up at 
me for a moment before returning his attention to the workbench. 
“Familiar with home universe. Fan?” 


“Sort of? | liked the world and characters, but not the plot.” 

He nodded. “Fair. Problems at times unreasonable.” He put the 
soldering iron down and held a circuit board up to the light to inspect 
his work. “Resolutions, also unreasonable.” 

| wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so | just nodded politely. 

“Did you hear the story about my ‘recruitment’?” Garrus asked me. 


“| heard you were in the medical pod when the jump ended.” 


“Yeah. Mordin had already signed on, but | was a bit of a stowaway.” 


“Not stowaway,” Mordin corrected. “Shanghaied.” 
Garrus shrugged. “If you say so.” 
“How did you handle that?” | asked. 


“Not well, at first,” he admitted. “I left a lot of people behind very 
suddenly.” 


“You didn’t just go home?” 


“That's a hard question,” he said, a far-off look in his eyes. “I think 
the main thing was that | was more than ten years older when | 
finally got the choice. | didn’t get the option until | inserted, and then | 
had to spent the whole Jump as someone else, and... | enjoyed it. | 
didn’t want to quit. All my connections home felt so far away, after 
more than a decade. | couldn’t have just dropped back into my old 
life like nothing happened, at that point.” 


| nodded sadly. “That’s...” 


“It’s not ‘too bad’, or ‘a bummer’,” Garrus interrupted, deploying the 
famous Turian Air Quotes. “In fact, I’m lucky, and not just because 
the alternative was death or permanent disability. | might have 
chosen to join if Max had offered, but he thought I’d be happier 
staying there.” 


“And you wouldn't?” 


“Maybe, maybe not. The what-ifs don’t help anyone. The important 
thing is that I’m happy here now.” 


| smiled. “That's good.” 
“Done,” Mordin announced, handing me a pair of goggles. “Will finish 


other pair later. Impatient Turian wants weapon serviced 
immediately.” 


“Don’t put this on me,” Garrus protested. “You could have finished 
before | got here if you hadn’t tried to cram all those bells and 
whistles into them.” 

“No argument with finishing other pair now?” 

“Fix my damn gun, Mordin,” he said, exasperated. 


“Momentarily,” Mordin said, noticing my raised hand. “Kasey, 
questions?” 


“How do | start recording, and how much storage do | have?” 


“Default, always recording when worn. All channels, not only active 
mode. Adjustable, if uncomfortable with constant recording. 
Quantum-crystal data storage effectively infinite.” 


“Wow,” | said. “How do | see the recordings?” 

“Button enables eye-tracking controls. Right side of visor, near ear, 
replaces previous toggle switch. External viewing, USB port, 
opposite side.” 


| turned the goggles over and found the USB mini port, protected 
from the elements with a simple plastic cover. 


“Other questions?” Mordin asked. 


“Uh, just one, if you don’t mind,” | said. “You don’t stick to your 
normal form?” 


“Few practical advantages to Salarian physiology. Human hands 
very convenient. More fingers.” He held up a hand to demonstrate. 
“Typing speed noticeably improved.” 


| glanced at Garrus, who just shrugged and shooed me out of the 
Workshop. 


Time passed. 


Leviathan was expected to hit within twelve hours. Emily and | were 
counting down the minutes in my lair, sitting on either side of the 
table, not really using the map of Brockton Bay spread across it. In 
one corner of the room, Rita ran checks over a bulky, inhumanly- 
proportioned set of bright red power armor holding a massive battle- 
axe in one hand. Both the armor and weapon were studded with 
small, shining gems, which | assumed were some kind of 
enchantment-related thing. 


Rather than dwelling on the upcoming fight, I'd ended up asking 
about more distant plans, and the discussion had turned to the 
political ramifications of our little game. “The question is whether the 
Protectorate survives the scandal,” Emily said. “There’s a chance 
that without the Endbringers as an ongoing threat, there won’t be 
enough to hold them together when Cauldron comes to light.” 


“And of course, we don’t want to risk them breaking up before we’ve 
dealt with the Endbringers,” | said. “Is there an actual plan for airing 
their dirty laundry?” 


“We might end up going to them and issuing an ultimatum. If they 
admit to it, it means we don’t have to try to fight an info-war.” 


“And if that doesn’t work?” 


“Dragon is the best option. She has access to a scary amount of 
media control just through PHO alone. If she agrees to put it on 
blast, they won’t be able to stop it. But there would be collateral 
damage.” 


“You mean chaos,” | said. 


“Resignations, defections. Chaos may be too strong a word, but 
there would be disruptions, and villains would take advantage. That’s 
one of the reasons you’re going ahead with the feudalism 
experiment here in the Bay.” 


“Really? Because I’m pretty sure you're just humoring me at this 
point.” | drummed my fingers on the edge of the map. “Is this actually 
a good idea? Or am | just following a plotted line because it’s there?” 


“Even in the worst case, it will buffer the city against whatever befalls 
the Protectorate.” She looked down at the map, which was already 
partitioned into territories for the post-Endbringer plan. “If you want to 
turn yourselves into a hero team, this is the best time to do it. You 
averted a lot of the more unforgivable offenses, and your public 
image is fairly good. All you need to do-” 


“| know. Take the territory and run it like it’s still under proper 
Protectorate jurisdiction. Keep crime down. Talk about how the 
attack made me reconsider my priorities. Cooperate with and 
support local emergency services.” The Parahuman Feudalism perk 
was singing like a bird, right now, telling me how to make people 
want me to take over the city. | was pretty sure it had contributed to 
my performance at the fundraiser-the interview, in particular-and 
while I’d been pretty happy about that, the thought of using an 
Endbringer attack for personal gain this way left a bad taste in my 
mouth. Lisa laying out the post-Leviathan plan had suddenly made it 
feel a lot more real, and | was having second thoughts. “Lisa actually 
likes the plan,” | grumbled. “I think she'd try to talk me around if | balk 
now.” 


“Are you going to let that stop you?” | shot a look at her. “Whatever 
you decide, you are going to have to live with it,” she said. “If you’d 
regret following a certain path, you shouldn't let circumstances force 
you down that road.” 


“No,” | said. “I’m not going to let that stop me.” | looked at the map 
again. “Odds are the Protectorate lets the Empire and Lung out to 
fight. How are we going to deal with them?” 

“Through force,” Emily said. 


“Shinigami?” 


“IL can kill her.” 

| hung my head. “I guess that’s how it’s gonna go, isn’t it? Damn it.” 
“What?” 

“| like her.” 

“Because she fed you,” Emily said. 

“Very funny. No, | like her because she’s reasonable.” 

“Then reason with her.” 

“She will very reasonably refuse to cooperate.” | leaned back in my 
chair and groaned. “Fuck responsibility. Next jump, I’m staying the 
hell away from the plot.” 

“We'll see.” 

“What's that supposed to mean?” 


“Just that we have no idea where we’re going next,” she said. 


| just grumbled in response before changing topics. “Say, how is 
Dragon doing, anyway?” 


“Pretty well. Erin’s been walking David and Garrus through the 
modifications rather than doing it herself; she can’t be in two places 
at once and Beacon is a public figure.” 


“And that’s not a problem?” 


“It slows things down, but it’s not going to endanger the process. 
They’re being careful.” That was good to hear. “Max is debating 
briefing Dragon on the entire Chain; he wants to see if she'll fork a 
copy of herself as a companion.” 


“Huh.” | wasn’t sure what | thought about that. “Guess I'll be the 
junior member for exactly one jump. Well, one point one.” 


“Maybe, maybe not. You’d be surprised how many people aren't 
looking for escapism in their real life.” 


That was true enough. I’d half-expected Lisa to ask for a spot, but 
she’d been understandably weirded out by the whole thing and 
seemed to be studiously ignoring the wider implications of our 
existence. “She can both stay and go, though.” 


“Yeah, that’s why Max is optimistic, but if she doesn’t want to 
experience the Chain in at least one life, she has no reason to join, 
even if she isn’t worried about who she was leaving behind.” 


| hummed in acknowledgment. “What about Dinah? She seemed to 
be gunning for a spot.” 


“She is now,” Emily said. “Only time will tell if she’s still eager in ten 
years.” 


“True enough.” | decided to change the topic. “I wish I’d figured out a 
way to help Noelle before Leviathan hit.” 


“What was wrong with the mind transplant plan you had Diane 
working on?” 


“The fact that Tricker and company are very justifiably terrified of 
telepaths,” | said irritably. “Bleh. Sorry. Stressed.” 


“We all are,” Emily said. “This is a big moment. Even if we win the 
fight, if Leviathan escapes, it sets back our plans by months.” 


“Is that a big problem, though? We have ten years.” 


“Ask the city he hits next year,” she said. | flinched. “Sorry, Kasey. | 
didn’t mean it like that.” 


“| know. Stressed?” 


“We all are,” she repeated. 

All three of our phones buzzed at the same time. 
99 perc chance endbringer alarms next hour 
“Well,” | grumbled. “Now that’s stressful.” 


“Are you kidding?” Rita called. She slapped a fist against her armor, 
and the entire thing unfolded, ready for its pilot. “The air raid sirens 
are playing our song.” 


262 XSSKSSXK cee 


The rain was already coming down hard when | knocked on Sophia’s 
door. A young man | assumed was her brother opened it. “Can | help 
you?” he asked. 


“| wanted to talk to Sophia,” | said. “I’m Kasey. She might have 
mentioned me?” 


“Maybe. Hold on.” He turned back into the house and yelled, 
“Sophia! Do you know a Kasey?” 


“Yeah!” was the hollered response, so he stepped aside and let me 
through. | headed straight to where Sophia’s bed was still set up 
between the kitchen and living rooms. 


“Hey,” | said. 
“Hey, yourself. Why the rush?” 


| glanced over my shoulder at where her brother was going back 
upstairs to his room, then over to the kitchen where her mother was 
cooking. “Leviathan’s going to hit the city in under an hour,” | 
whispered. 


“WHAT!?” she screamed. 


“Back off!” her mother shouted at me. “What the hell are you doing 
here, distressing her like that?” 


| stepped back. “Sorry, ma’am, I-” 

“Are you sure?” Sophia yelled. “Are you sure!?” 

“Calm down, Sophie,” her mother said. “You don’t need to get upset. 
She was just leaving.” The last sentence was said with a glare anda 
hefted saucepan. 

“No!” Sophia yelled. “Kasey, how do you know?” 

“Precog. I’m sure.” 

Mrs. Hess left the cutting board she’d been chopping vegetables on 
to approach us. “I don’t know why you're here, but if you keep 
bothering my daughter like this | am going to kick your ass to the 
curb so fast the cops'll ticket you for it.” She’d brought the saucepan. 


“It's Leviathan!” Sophia yelled. “He’s coming here!” 


“Don’t be ridiculous,” her mother snapped. “They can’t predict 
Endbringers.” 


“You can predict around them,” | argued. “There’s... no, it’s not 
important how. You need to start getting ready to get to a shelter. 
You'll need help moving Sophia-” 


“No, we won't,” she said. “You need to leave. Now, before | call the 
cops.” 


“That would actually probably be helpful.” 


She glared at me some more, then walked over to the phone and 
picked it up before staring at me again. “Last warning.” 


The Endbringer sirens chose that exact moment to go off. It was a 
high, keening sound, like an old air-raid siren had been crossbred 


with a modern fire alarm. Mrs. Hess dropped the saucepan from 
nerveless fingers. 


“Trevor!” Sophia bellowed. “Grab Gracie, now!” She looked at me. 
“You have time to carry me?” 


“You mind flying?” | asked. 
“Can you get us all there?” she asked. 


“Not in one trip.” | pulled out my map and checked the distance to 
the nearest shelter. “I should be able to make a round trip in under a 
minute if you don’t mind a really unpleasant ride.” 


“Mom!” Sophia’s brother sprinted into the kitchen, holding a young 
girl in his arms, then hurried over to his mother, who was still staring 
at the phone. “Mom. What are we gonna do?” He glanced at Sophia, 
the question clear. 

“Hey,” | whispered. “If you want that cure-” 

“Now?” She hesitated, grimaced, and then said, “Hit me.” | passed 
her the phial, and she bolted it in one gulp. After wiggling her fingers 
and toes for a moment, she swung her legs out of bed and ran for 
the stairs. “Be right back!” 


“Soph-what the fuck?” He looked after his sister, then turned to me. 
“What the hell was that?” 


| ignored the question. “You'll be able to get to a shelter now, right?” 
“Shelter-hold on! Who are you? What was that?” 

“Focus!” | barked. “Do you have a bug-out bag?” 

“l-yeah, it’s in the basement, | think?” 


“Go get it, then!” He hurried away, stopping only to put down the girl 
he’d been carrying. She immediately ran over and hugged her 


mother’s leg. 


Sophia ran back into the kitchen carrying a heavy duffel bag. Seeing 
her mother still frozen by the phone, she yelled, “Mom!” and shook 
her mother by the shoulders. “Mom, you have to move!” 


“I’m not leaving without-” her mother’s eyes widened, looking at 
Sophia up and down. “How?” 


“Cape shit,” Sophia said. She threw one of the PRT standard-issue 
half-face-masks to me, then unzipped the bag and began pulling on 
her costume. “I'll explain later. You ready to go, K?” 


“You're coming?” | asked as | slipped the elastic around my head. 
“Of course | am! I’m not going to waste a second chance hiding!” 
“No!” Mrs. Hess yelled. “You can’t! You almost died already!” 
“You can’t stop me,” Sophia said. 

Her mother slapped her, hard, the sound piercing through the 
ongoing wailing of the sirens. “You are not going!” she yelled. “| 
spent hours sitting in the hospital, wondering whether you’d ever 


wake up! | am never going through that again!” 


“Of course you’re not,” Sophia said, patting her on the shoulder 
gently. “Leviathan doesn’t use pepper spray.” 


Mrs. Hess made the mistake of trying to find a logical rebuttal for that 
argument, and thus hadn't responded by the time her son returned 
from the basement. 


“| got the bag-!” he yelled, then screeched to a halt, looking between 
the nearly-fully-costumed Shadow Stalker and |. “No way.” 


“Way. Get Mom and Gracie to a shelter, Trev. I’m counting on you.” 
Stalker flipped up her hood, then grabbed my hand and pulled me 
out the back door. “You said you can fly?” 


“Yeah. Hold on to your lunch.” And we were off. 
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I'd worn my costume under my clothes, of course, so all | needed to 
do was ditch the other layer and put my gloves and mask on, and | 
could do that midflight. Stalker didn’t complain when | dropped her 
and changed as quickly as | could while we fell east, towards the 
Bay. | did make the mistake of letting go of my shucked sweatwear; 
unlike Stalker, they were too light to keep up with me and fluttered 
away immediately. Oh, well, littering was really the least of the city’s 
concerns right now. 


With the Bay coming up fast, | angled myself back towards Stalker 
and grabbed her, flipping our gravity around to slow us down and 
then steering us in for a landing next to the large shore-side building 
my map had helpfully marked as a quest objective. 


We were early; the lobby was still mostly empty, nothing but a 
collection of folding chairs facing the window out into the bay. Three 
large television screens along the top of the wall were all displaying 
a countdown in stark LCD-block numerals; it currently read 00:39:41. 
Did we really have that much time? Stalker ditched me once we 
were inside, heading straight over to Armsmaster, while | lingered 
against the wall next to the entrance, waiting for other people | knew 
to show up. 


Armsmaster was coordinating a number of PRT technicians as they 
alternately received and relayed directions. Probably coordinating 
the evacuation effort, or the incoming capes; maybe both. He dida 
double take when he saw Stalker heading for him and grabbed his 
halberd, holding it in a neutral-but-ready position. | couldn’t hear 
what Stalker said to him, or he to her-probably a set of master- 
stranger codes or whatever they used to confirm identities-but he put 
his halberd down and went back to his job. Stalker headed back to 
me. 


“That seemed to go well,” | said. 


She snorted. “The Endbringer is literally the only reason I’m not 
going straight to M/S containment.” 


“Like | said.” 
She punched me in the shoulder. 


The home field Protectorate didn’t arrive through the front entrance. 
They arrived one by one through the side doors, occasionally leaving 
again to deal with some minor crisis. The Wards came in as one 
group, probably having been assembled at their headquarters 
beforehand. They did a double-take at Stalker and | hanging out to 
one side of the door. 


“Who the fuck’s wearing Stalker’s gear?” Clockblocker asked. 
“Stalker,” Gallant said. “I don’t Know how, but that’s her.” 


“Yeah, it’s me, asshole.” Stalker called, going semi-transparent in 
demonstration. “I can hear you, you know!” 


“Definitely her,” Clockblocker muttered. 

“You were serious!” Vista yelled. 

“What?” Kid Win asked. 

“She told me Flux and Skitter had visited her at home!” 
“What?” Aegis asked. “They know your ID?” 


“It's a whole fucking story,” Stalker said dismissively. “Don’t worry 
about it.” 


“Why aren’t you worried about it?” he asked. 


“They know me, | know them. It’s fine.” 


Gallant tapped Aegis on the shoulder. “We should get out of the 
entrance,” he said. 


“Right.” Aegis turned and pointed the Wards towards Armsmaster. 
“Lets go.” 


“One minute,” | called. “Clockblocker? A word?” 


The Wards turned around, many of them scowling at me for 
interrupting again. “What do you want now?” Vista asked. 


“| want to borrow his power,” | said, pointing at Clockblocker 
“What?” 


“I’m a power copier,” | said. “It’s pretty limited, but | figure if | can 
freeze Leviathan...” | let the possibility hang in the air. 


“That could be a huge help,” Aegis said. 
“| kinda need my power, dude,” Clockblocker said. 


“You won't notice anything,” | reassured him. “I just need a few 
seconds of skin contact.” | pulled off a glove and held my hand out. 


“If you're lying...” 


“| swear on the Endbringer truce,” | said. “I want to protect this city as 
much as you do.” 


Clockblocker looked to Gallant. “What do you think?” 


“| don’t think she’s lying,” Gallant answered. Clockblocker hesitated, 
then peeled off one of his gloves and took my hand. | didn’t want to 
provoke him by using my power, so it took about five seconds for the 
power to transfer. 


“Got it,” | said, releasing his hand. “I really hope this works.” 


“Good luck, | guess,” he replied. 

“Same to you.” 

The Wards headed off, and | headed back over to my ‘group’. 
“You can borrow powers?” Stalker asked. 


“Yeah. | need direct skin contact for a few seconds...” It only took a 
minute to run through the basic mechanics of the power, to a groan 
of ‘goddamn grab-bag capes’. 


The Empire were the next to arrive. Their reactions when they saw 
me were a mixed bag. Kaiser, and most of the capes with him, 
elected to simply not react to my presence. Krieg glanced my way 
and nodded in acknowledgment. Purity glared daggers at me and 
drew a thumb across her throat when she thought no one was 
watching. 


“| saw the news about you brawling with Purity,” Stalker whispered 
once they'd passed. “What was that with Krieg?” 


“We teamed up against the Teeth.” 
“Ah.” The answer seemed to satisfy her. 


“Say, if you’re cool with me, now, does that mean you’re going to 
stop trying to kill my teammate?” 


“Grue?” she asked. “No, I’m clearly going to go back to doing the 
exact thing that got me crippled.” 


“Just asking,” | said. “He’s probably going to be here, too.” 


“It's an Endbringer,” Stalker stressed. “Even the old me wouldn't be 
stupid enough to start something now.” 


“So you’re not the ‘old’ you again?” 


“| already told you I’m going into M/S after this,” she grumbled. “1 
don’t need you fucking with me, too.” 


“Yeah, good luck with that. I’m sure your behavior after the fight 
totally scrambled their baseline.” 


“Ugh, don’t remind me. Oh, speak of the devil.” Skitter and Grue had 
just walked in. 


“Hi guys!” | yelled. 


“Hi.” Grue took half a step towards me, noticed Stalker, and stopped. 
Skitter prodded him onwards, and they came over to meet us. “For 
fuck’s sake, Flux, this is a really shitty time for pranks.” 


“Pranks?” 


He stuck a finger in Stalker’s face. “Her. | don’t even want to know 
how you got the gear for that. You got me good, though, ha ha.” 


“Not as good as your friend got me with the pepper spray,” Stalker 
said, smacking his hand out of her face. 


Grue tensed, then rounded on me. “What the fuck?” 
“She’s back,” | said. 

“I can see that. Why the hell is she with you?” 

“Why not?” Stalker asked. 


“Because she tried to kill me. Repeatedly.” Grue leaned forward into 
my personal space. “You did hear the story about how she shot me 
with a fucking broadhead, right?” 


“You did hear the story about how she-” Stalker gestured at Skitter, “- 
nearly killed me by macing me in the brain, right?” 


“Of course | did! That’s exactly why we shouldn’t be anywhere near 
you. Let’s go.” Grue stormed off, only to pause a few paces away 
when he realized Skitter wasn’t following. “Don’t tell me you're siding 
with her!” 


“She forgave me,” Skitter said. “Can you do the same for her?” 
“No. Fuck that. And fuck you guys.” He stomped away in a huff. 
“That... didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,” | said sadly. 

Skitter shrugged. “He’ll get over it. Wait. Holy shit.” 

“What?” 


“Hold on... wow. You’re not going to believe who just showed up to 
fight.” 


“The Triumvirate?” | asked. “Because that’s not surprising.” | shut up 
when the door swung open again to admit Lung. He took one look 
around the room, then headed straight over to us. | tensed, putting 
myself slightly ahead of Skitter and Stalker as he approached. 


“You,” he growled. “I have not forgotten you! If | was not bound by 
the truce, | would kill both of you here and now.” His mask swung to 
face Skitter and | in turn. | resisted the urge to start bantering and 
just stared him down; from the sound of it, it might not take much for 
him to decide the truce wasn’t important enough to ignore an insult. 
Finally, he gave up on intimidating us through his presence alone 
and said, “I will settle things with you two later. Permanently.” He 
turned and left without waiting for a reply. 


“Well, he knows how to hold a grudge,” | said, once he was out of 
earshot. 


“| can't believe they let him out,” Skitter said. “The Empire, too... it’s 
like everything that’s happened in the last month has been 
completely wiped away.” 


“What, did you expect the Protectorate to keep them locked up on 
the Rig the entire time?” Stalker asked. “The Empire have a dozen 
capes, all told, and Lungs’s one of the only people who has ever 
fought Leviathan one-on-one and walked away. They’re not going to 
waste that.” 


“The Rig’s probably not going to survive the fight anyway,” | added. 
“Leviathan’s waves will wash it ashore.” 


“Shit. Good point.” Stalker looked back out the windows, towards the 
distant glow of the Rig. “Damn. Never thought I’d see the last of that 
thing.” 

“That makes it sound like you’re happy to see it go,” Skitter said. 


“Nah, | didn’t mean it like that. More like... it’s a landmark. Crazy that 
we're gonna outlive it.” 


My first instinct was to remind her just how dangerous Endbringer 
fights were, but | held my tongue. We were going to survive this, 
come hell and high water. 
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Chapter 38 & 39: Storm Pt! & I 


Chapter 38: Storm 


No-one else bothered stopping by to chat with us. The ‘current’ ABB 
showed up with around 26:00 left on the clock, but Shinigami either 
had nothing to say to me or decided that socializing with me would 
send the wrong message. GUARD couldn't talk to me without 
breaking my cover. Lisa didn’t show in either identity. New Wave 
showed up, Glory Girl in tow, and edged around me like | was 
radioactive. 


The Triumvirate came separately. | shouldn’t have been surprised; 
they were stationed all across the country, and had no reason to 
meet up ahead of the briefing. Legend was the first to arrive, having 
flown in from New York; his tight blue fire-and-lightning bodysuit was 
instantly recognizable, and a whisper swept through the crowd as he 
entered. Alexandria arrived second, her dark bodysuit and opaque- 
visored helmet similarly iconic, and drawing another murmur of 
respect, although without the warmth afforded the Protectorate’s 
public face. Eidolon slipped in without any fanfare whatsoever, taking 
up a lonely position by the windows where he could stare out at the 
Bay. His green cloak and hood, lit from within with a soft glow, gave 
him a mysterious air that only intensified his brooding. 


Emily was among the last to arrive, dressed in the same Magical Girl 
Contessa outfit and carrying a freakish tinker-tech-looking gun that 
was larger than she was tall. It looked like the weapon you’d saw the 
barrel off of to make an Opticor, and given that | knew she already 
had one of those, that was goddamn terrifying. Her appearance 
caused a minor commotion among the Triumvirate, who kept 
shooting glances at her between whatever conversation they were 
currently having. 


The clock skipped a few times, as new estimates came in and 
shortened the countdown. When the clock jumped from nearly a 
quarter hour down to 9:51, Legend stepped up onto the stage. The 
various conversations going on quieted at once. 


“We owe thanks to Dragon and Armsmaster for the early warning,” 
he said, his voice easily filling the room without any sign of audio 
equipment. “Thanks to their efforts, we have had time to gather, 
instead of being forced to join the battle as we arrive. With that 
advantage, some luck, and the dedication of everyone assembled 
here, | hope that today will be one of the good days.” He paused. 
“However, | feel | owe you the full truth. Even if this is one of the 
‘good days’, as many as one in four of you may be dead by the time 
the battle is over. 


“| do not say that to discourage you, but because each and every 
one of you deserves to know exactly how dangerous the coming 
fight is. I've seen too many capes, heroes and villains both, die 
before their time because they did not realize the danger they were 
facing. Leviathan is often thought of as the ‘middle’ Endbringer: the 
second to arrive, between the other two in size, without the pure, 
targeted killing power of Behemoth or the insidious mind-altering 
effects of the Simurgh. However, he is not merely an average of the 
other two; Leviathan is the mover of the trio. | cannot understate the 
speeds he can achieve.” 


Legend let his words sink in for a moment before he continued, “Of 
course, he also has his theme: water. If you have not seen Leviathan 
before, he has an afterimage, a ‘water echo’, that follows his 
movements. The water is not bound to him, allowing him to increase 
the range of his attacks by flinging it out like a whip. At the speed he 
moves, being hit by water is like being smashed against concrete. 
He is also a hydrokinetic and weather manipulator; the storm is his 
doing. His hydrokinesis is stronger on larger bodies of water; it can 
foul your footing in close combat, but the larger threat is on a more 
massive scale.” 


He moved on to describing previous fights, where a conservative 
defense resulted in total destruction as Leviathan’s tidal-wave 
attacks grew in power. A real-life enrage timer. | was having trouble 
paying attention, distracted by the clock continuing to skip down in 
fives and tens, sometimes more. 8:47. 8:12. 7:51. Legend gestured 
to the television screens, and a cross section of the Bay appeared, 
showing the aquifer. When the screen returned to the countdowns 
less than a minute later, they showed 5:09. Come on. We needed to 
move! 


| snapped back to the present when Kid Win shoved an armband 
into my hand. “You are doing a great thing. The greatest thing.” Oh, 
good, Legend was wrapping up. “This is why we are tolerated, 
heroes and villains both; why society allows us to walk their streets 
and fight in their cities. Because at times like this, we are needed. 
With luck, we can stop this disaster. Your deeds, and your sacrifices- 
should the worst come to pass-will be remembered.” 


Legend stepped away from the front of the stage, and Armsmaster 
immediately replaced him. “The Wards are handing out armbands of 
Dragon's design,” he said, his voice booming out over the speakers 
at the corner of the stage. “Slip them over your hand and tighten 
them around your wrist. The front has a screen that will display 
critical updates, such as the location of the Endbringer, or the time to 
the next wave. 


“There are two buttons: the one on the left is for communication. It 
will not directly transmit unless you are a member of the Protectorate 
or a recognized veteran of Endbringer fights. Dragon has a program 
screening communications for unnecessary chatter that could prove 
fatally distracting, prioritizing and passing on critical information as 
quickly as possible. The program does introduce a delay, so if you 
must transmit urgently time-critical information, speak the words 
‘hard override’ before your message. Anyone who abuses this 
feature will be barred from sending further messages.” 


“The other button is an emergency ping, to request aid directly to 
your location. If you need assistance, but it is not an emergency, 


such as needing a flier to move you to a better position or a brute to 
help dig someone out of rubble, press both buttons and state your 
request as plainly as possible. Dragon will dispatch help as soon as 
possible. The armband will automatically measure your condition 
and send a ping if it detects injury.” He stepped back. | slipped the 
band onto my wrist and whispered my name when prompted. The 
armband flashed ‘FLEX’ Y/N, forcing me to do it again, louder. 


“Everyone!” Legend yelled. “If you have faced an Endbringer before, 
stand!” There were no surprises among those standing. Lung, most 
of the Protectorate, GUARD. The Travelers, who drew Armsmaster’s 
eye. “If you do not know what to do, follow the Protectorate first; they 
have trained for this. Follow those you see standing now second; 
they have been in this situation before, and lived to tell the tale. 


“We will be splitting you into groups based on your abilities. If you 
can take a hit from Leviathan or produce expendable combatants, 
you’re needed on the front line. Go to Alexandria.” He pointed at the 
left corner of the stage, where Alexandria was standing. | nodded to 
Stalker and Skitter before standing up and moving towards her. “If 
you are a hand-to-hand combatant, but are not confident in your 
ability to take a hit, go to Armsmaster. If you...” 


| tuned him out, because Alexandria was already speaking to the 
capes gathering in front of her. “If you can survive a hit, but expect to 
be injured or need time to recover afterward, step to the left.” She 
raised her right arm to indicate that she meant our left. “If you are 
tough enough to take repeated hits without fear, step to the right. 
Masters, sort yourself by how quickly you can replace your minions.” 


| stepped to the right, alongside Lung, who gave me another glare 
when he noticed I'd joined his group. Glory Girl looked like she was 
about to step left, but stepped right after seeing me do so. Her 
funeral. Assault, Parian, and Krieg were in the other group. A glance 
at the screens showed that we had barely two minutes remaining. 
“Excellent,” she said as the last capes to arrive sorted themselves. 
“Those in the right group will be the main line. Those in the left 
group, aid them as much as you can, but do not throw your own lives 


away. Who here has a mover ability that will allow them to pursue 
Leviathan?” | raised my hand. “Who here can move others? About 
half? Good. When Leviathan moves, grab the closest non-mover 
Cape and assist them in pursuit.” 


A buzzer sounded as the timer dropped below two minutes. “We're 
the front line, and that means we go first.” She pointed to an 
emergency fire exit that had been incongruously propped open in the 
pouring rain, and we filed out. 


After nearly a half hour spent indoors, the rain hit me like a physical 
blow. It was pouring, a continuous deluge that felt more like a hose 
than weather. Even with all the time I’d spent working on my phobia, 
| could still feel my heartbeat quicken as we waded through water 
that was already up to our ankles on the sidewalk. The Alexandria 
packages took to the air, while the rest of us simply made due. A 
glance over my shoulder showed more capes exiting through the 
door; the shakers, | thought, since they were heading directly for the 
Bay. 


“You're not going to be idle here!” someone said to me, yelling over 
the storm. | looked over and was shocked to see it was Krieg. His 
voice was unrecognizable without the accent; with his identity 
exposed, he didn’t have any reason to bother. “If you wanted a 
challenge, there’s nothing harder than this!” 


“No shit!” | yelled back. “What /s your power, anyway?” 


“Force manipulation! | can deflect or slow incoming hits! It doesn’t 
deplete, but | don’t know if it will be enough to prevent injury, or even 
enough to keep me alive!” 


That surprised me. “You don’t know?” 
“No! But I’m no use anywhere else, so | came here!” 


Damn it, | really didn’t want to start respecting avowed Nazis. “You 
could have gone with Search and Rescue!” 


“| would be expected to rescue niggers and chinks!” he replied, 
unintentionally solving my respect conundrum. | pushed forward 
through the crowd, leaving him in the proverbial dust. 


Our armbands buzzed, a mechanical female voice calling out the 
words displayed on the screen: 30 SECONDS. 


“Fliers!” Alexandria yelled. The capes in the air tensed, and | braced 
myself like a runner, ready for takeoff. “Get ready!” The cape next to 
me cracked his knuckles. 


Alexandria thrust her arm forward towards something | couldn’t see. 
“... there! GO!” 


We went. 
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Leviathan breached the surface of the bay like a whale, flying up and 
over the hastily-erected forcefields. It might have been a good thing 
that | got my first look at him after I’d launched myself forward with 
the rest of the fliers; | might have hesitated otherwise. 


l’d Known what he looked like. Max had displayed a photo from his 
attack on Seattle during the planning, which someone had printed 
out and taped over the dart-board in the games room as a joke. 
Maybe it was the disconnect between that joke and the reality of the 
situation that made the real thing so terrifying. Something about him 
made our bravado look like idiocy. 


He was easily thirty feet tall, even in the hunched posture that 
accentuated his freakish, disproportionately top-heavy appearance. 
His limbs tapered quickly, his forearms and calves looking too thin to 
belong to a creature that bulky; his arms ended in massive clawed 
hands, and his legs bent backwards like a bird’s. His head was 
vaguely humanoid, but lacked a nose, mouth, or ears; the only 
features were four menacingly glowing eyes, three on the left, one 
on the right, yellow orbs set in cracks in his thick green hide. He had 


his tail stretched out behind him for balance, and he trailed a 
veritable sea of water behind him like a comet. 


We managed to intercept him in midair, his leap carrying him straight 
into the cloud of flying bricks. Half of us died on impact. 


That was probably an exaggeration, but | could clearly see the two 
capes ahead of me turn into bloody streaks with a single wave of his 
claw. | hit him next, drawing every bit of energy | could through the 
bracers that were still on my wrists and slamming them into his 
chest. Two lightning bolts shot down from the storm clouds overhead 
as | struck. Leviathan’s only reaction was to backhand me through 
an office building and into the one behind it. | picked myself from 
among shattered glass and office furniture, uncomfortably 
reminiscent of my second round against the Teeth, and launched 
myself back out the hole I’d made in the building. 


Leviathan was still where he’d first made landfall, hemmed in by a 
mishmash of forcefields and metal blades. As | fell back into the fray, 
| saw Alexandria hit Leviathan hard enough to drive him onto all 
fours. | used the opportunity to angle towards his right leg, grabbing 
him by the ankle and raising my mass as high as | could, then upped 
it more, straining to be as heavy as possible. 


Shockingly, | could feel him with my power, although the information | 
was getting was confused in the extreme. Actually trying to 
manipulate his physics was like trying to work tiny, stuck knobs with 
greasy fingers, so | settled for simply holding on, hoping the weight 
would interfere with his movements. 


He ignored me, continuing to fight with the handicap of a ten ton ball 
and chain around his foot. The motion was enough to make me feel 
slightly unwell, and | wasn’t even sure | was slowing him down. Time 
to test my theory. | used Clockblocker’s power, and flinched at the 
spike of blinding pain that drove through my skull. | took one hand off 
to reflexively grab my head, and Leviathan immediately kicked out, 
dislodging me and sending me flying into another building. At least 
this time | had the sense to lower my mass so I'd bounce off it, rather 


than going through it; if I'd left my mass at maximum, I’d probably 
have over-penetrated the city. 


| stood up slowly, the pain already fading into memory, and found 
that Clockblocker’s power was gone. Whatever ‘downgrade’ the 
power had gotten had let Leviathan simply no-sell it, and the attempt 
had ‘used up’ the borrowed power entirely. | stood up and staggered 
slightly at the wave of tiredness that passed over me, breathing 
heavily. Turning my mass up that high had taken a lot out of me. 


My armband buzzed again. FIRING. | had a moment to wonder what 
that meant before a massive barrage of lasers slammed home, 
managing to knock Leviathan back farther than even Alexandria had. 
The attack didn’t stop; different capes had different rates of fire, so 
the continued bombardment staggered itself naturally into an 
unrelenting stream of fire. 


Then GUARD cut loose; | could tell, because Leviathan’s motions 
changed completely. He went from shrugging off the hail of powers 
to dodging and weaving like a speedster. It didn’t help much. Dozens 
of craters appeared in his flesh in an instant-| caught a brief flash of 
Homura dual-wielding pistols as she dropped out of time-stop for a 
moment, before even more craters appeared. Another brief flash had 
her pull out that massive sword I’d seen months ago, and then 
something hit the water next to me in a spray of red. 


“Emily!” | yelled, forgetting myself completely as my sister’s upper 
body landed at my feet, missing everything below the waist. 


“I’m fine,” she said calmly. “Wasn't expecting that. I'll be back ina 
moment.” She disappeared. 


Meanwhile, Leviathan had had enough and broke containment, 
smashing aside the barriers and running deeper into the city. | 
stopped to grab the nearest brute, a guy in red and gold spandex 
with a fist centered on his chest, then flew off after him. Finding him 
again was as simple as following the beam spam; he’d broken light 
of sight for the grounded capes, but the flying artillery hadn’t missed 


a beat. On the way, | Keyed the non-emergency line and asked, “Did 
weighing him down have any effect?” It wasn’t like | lost anything for 
trying if the spam filter caught it. It only took a couple of seconds 
before | got a response in the affirmative. Okay, then. 


Leviathan wasn’t standing still, this time. The barrier capes hadn’t 
managed to catch up yet, and he wasn’t giving them a chance, 
running an odd sort of fighting retreat deeper into the city. No, not a 
retreat... he’s kiting us! The bastard was in no rush to kill capes; that 
was Behemoth’s job. He was here for the city. Not that he wasn’t 
killing as many people as he could, obviously, but he knew what his 
objective was. The only good news was that stopping to squish the 
occasional unlucky cape underfoot let the faster bricks like me catch 


up. 


| set my passenger down and went for his arms, this time. The first 
attempt got me backhanded nearly out of the city; the second time, | 
came in from a lower angle and managed to get a hold on his wrist. 
The effect was a lot more noticeable now that | was interfering with 
his attacks, to the point that within a few seconds, he started trying to 
remove me with his other claw. He smashed me flat twice before 
realizing that that wouldn’t work, then tried scraping me off. When 
that failed, he used me to block a ranged attack that managed to 
blast me off and hurt like a motherfucker. | had no idea who'd fired 
that, but that stung. 


The distraction had accomplished the goal, though: the barriers were 
up, containing him in the street between two intersections. The 
ranged fire picked up as more and more blasters got back into 
range; Leviathan was starting to show wear already, his hide pitted 
and leaking ichor. | shook off the lingering vertigo of having been 
thrown clear of the Endbringer again, and rushed back into melee 
range. 


Maybe | was flattering myself, but | think | had at least annoyed him, 
because he went out of his way to prevent me from getting a gripa 
third time. | flew back in for his ankles again, and he kicked out, 
sending a rush of water at me that hit me like a boulder and tossed 


me against the side of a building, which took me out of the fight for 
about ten seconds. Leviathan tossed another wave of water at me 
with his tail, and | met it with lightning, pouring thousands of 
volts/amps/joules/whatever out of my bracers. The water flashed to 
steam, forcing a nearby flier to retreat or risk being scalded, but it let 
me grab hold of his tail as it finished the attack meant to bat me 
away. 


He dipped me in the water, which only made me squeeze harder, 
then made the mistake of slamming me into the top of a nearby 
building. | took the opportunity to adhere myself to the massive steel 
structure while increasing the toughness for as much of the building 
as | could reach, locking him in place. The bombardment redoubled, 
blasters firing as quickly as they could now that he was anchored. 
Leviathan continued fighting, even hampered by the fact that his tail 
had become a leash. | saw a flash of reality-distorting light-a beam of 
pure white that warped vision around it like a lens-and my struggle to 
hold firm suddenly stopped; Leviathan had ripped the tip of his tail off 
rather than take a hit from whatever that was. 


| released my power and set the wall I’d been stuck to as ground, 
since the actual street had more than a couple feet of water in it. It 
took me a moment to realize | was still holding a massive chunk of 
Endbringer: about three feet of tail, the end ragged like a torn page. 
It was just as impossible to change as it had been when it was still 
attached, so | tossed it aside and pulled a hip flask out of my pocket, 
drinking down about one dose of the stamina potions I'd poured in. 
I'd learned from my mistake against the Teeth; | wasn’t going to be 
caught defenseless again. It still tasted terrible, and | was sure | was 
making quite the face as | capped the flask and returned it to my 
pocket. 


While the potion went to work, | took a moment to survey the 
damage that weird attack had done to what it actually hit, and sawa 
dinner-plate-sized hole punched cleanly through the side of the 
building | was standing on. And | mean cleanly, the exposed steel 
and glass glimmering with razor sharpness like a portal cut, all the 


way through the building, and the building behind it. | had no idea 
how far the hole went. 


With my curiosity satisfied and my energy restored, | ran ‘up’ the 
building and jumped back into action. Leviathan didn’t even let me 
get close, grabbing another cape off a nearby rooftop and throwing 
her at me hard enough that the impact would have killed us both if 
not for my power. As it was, the force carried the two of us half a 
block before | managed to control our fall. “Oh god!” she screamed. 
“I’m dead. I’m dead!” 


“You're okay!” | yelled as | set us down on the closest rooftop. 
“You're fine. | got you.” 


She blinked in confusion. “I’m okay,” she repeated. “Holy shit. He 
grabbed me. How am | still alive?” 


“Luck,” | said simply. Our armbands buzzed, the synthesized voice 
yelling at maximum volume: ALL MELEE DISENGAGE. | had a 
moment to wonder why, given the firepower they’d been pouring into 
Leviathan with us in melee, and then the Endbringer exploded. 


| lost sight of Leviathan in the rapidly expanding cloud of crystal dust 
and vaporized ichor, but | could tell he was still moving when 
something slammed into the barriers keeping him pinned in the 
street. When they held against his first breakout attempt, he went up, 
a blast of water lifting him skyward like a bottle rocket and dispelling 
the cloud. He’d been eroded, losing several inches of his outer 
layers to reveal darker, more corded ‘musculature’ beneath, dripping 
with thick, slimy ichor. Despite the massive damage that attack had 
done, | couldn't help but feel that he looked healthier now that all the 
previous damage had been blasted away. 


Leviathan angled towards the top of the nearby buildings, kicked off 
a couple as he weaved between lasers, and then disappeared into 
the rain too fast for even the blasters to track. The battle paused for 
a moment as everyone attempted to figure out where he’d gone. | 
pulled out my map, and scowled when | saw that it had marked the 


entire city as the ‘quest area’. Because that would be too easy. | 
turned back to the cape I'd collided with, a woman in a purple 
jumpsuit and a reflective visor. “Do you need evac?” | asked. 


“No. Don’t worry about me.” She pressed the buttons on her 
armband. “I lost my weapon. | need a replacement. And more 
ammo.” 


“Good luck,” | said, not really caring if she heard me, and took off 
again in search of the Endbringer. 


| was momentarily confused by flashes of light from various 
directions before | realized that I’d been chasing lightning strikes. At 
this distance, | couldn't tell the blasters from natural lighting, and 
there was a lot of the latter to go around. It was really storming. 
Really storming storming! Holy shit, | was functionally lashing myself 
sideways through a natural-disaster-thunderstorm and | really 
wished | had time to nerd out about that. | really needed a 
shardblade, and not just because it would be sharp enough to tell 
Endbringer physics to go fuck itself. But mostly because it would be 
sharp enough to tell Endbringer physics to go fuck itself. 


My armband pinged with an updated location, and | shook my head 
as | adjusted my flight, pushing the thoughts aside. | couldn’t let 
myself get distracted. 


Leviathan was back to his running battle strategy, moving quickly 
enough that he only had to fight the faster capes. | was just catching 
up when | was suddenly and disorientingly elsewhere, directly 
beneath Leviathan’s foot. He smashed me flat into the pavement, 
only to for me to pop back up again like a jack-in-the-box once he’d 
moved, confused and more than a little annoyed. After it happened 
twice more, | was angry. “TRICKSTER!” 


“You're helping!” He yelled from aboard a flying chunk of concrete, 
pointing to an equally disoriented cape in my last position, who was 
currently patting himself down as if to reassure himself that all his 
bits were attached. | jumped up and landed on the platform, 


intending to tell him exactly how little | appreciated being used as a 
ninja log, only to be swapped again, this time into mid-air in front of 
Leviathan. That hit sent me flying away into the side of another 
building. 


“Damn it!” | yelled as | dug myself out of the shallow crater I'd left, 
lashing myself back towards Trickster. Weirdly, referring to it as 
‘lashing’ in my own head made it... not easier in an effort sense, but 
faster, more instinctive. Like it was suddenly a single, simple action, 
‘fall that way’, rather than ‘grab and rotate a vector in 3-space toa 
new alignment.’ I’d chalk it up to weird parahuman bullshit and 
heuristic shortcuts. 


| swore to god | was going to give Trickster a piece of my mind, but 
when | saw the kid hugging the flying platform where I’d last been, 
whimpering at his near brush with death, | gave up complaining and 
let myself become a human pinball. | was just recovering from three 
rapid teleports in as many seconds when a roar cut through the 
storm. 


Lung had entered the fray. 
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| wasn’t sure what he’d been doing up until now, but he was twenty 
feet tall and growing fast, covered in silver scales and wreathed in 
flames. Leviathan met him head on, bodychecking him backwards. 
Lung used the opportunity to grab hold, pulling the Endbringer down 
with him. Steam obscured both of them for a moment; when it 
cleared, they were locked hand-to-claw, straining against each other, 
feet churning up the street. Leviathan was still stronger, forcing Lung 
back with every step, his tail sending whips of water flying at the 
capes who were taking the opportunity to unload into his back. His 
‘muscles’ were showing cracks, now, exposing the next layer down. 
It was still too little. | Kept expecting another of those eye-bending 
spears of light to hit him, but the cape had stopped firing. | assume 
they were simply wary of hitting Lung. 


Alexandria dropped from the sky like a hammer, the force of her blow 
to Leviathan’s head visible as a shockwave through the pounding 
rain. Stop staring, idiot! | ran forward, heading for Leviathan’s ankles 
again. All | got for my trouble was another kick to my face, sending 
me bouncing away down the street. | groaned as | sat up and 
chugged a second stamina potion, shaking off the lightheadedness 
that signaled that | really shouldn’t drink any more. Damn it! | could 
take hits, but Leviathan had enough power that | couldn’t stop him 
from launching me away with every strike. The best I’d managed to 
do was tear off a couple feet of tail, and that had cost me enough 
that repeating the performance would leave me too tired to continue 
fighting unless | risked a bad reaction from another potion. | ran 
forward, and got kicked again. 


But in the moment Leviathan’s foot was off the ground, Lung pushed 
him back a few inches. 


| went high, this time, trying to find an opening, a way to be more 
than just a momentary distraction, to create an opening for... | wasn’t 
sure. For something. | got above the two titans and dropped, turning 
my gravity and inertia as high as they would go. Leviathan was too 
large a target to miss; | hit him just behind the hump his hunch 
formed on his back. Alexandria landing another hammer blow at the 
same time and he went down. | was swept away in the torrent the 
water echo of the motion created, tossed even farther by the 
shockwave of Alexandria’s hit, but | kept my head enough to lash 
myself upwards and hover for a moment to try and gauge my next 
shot. 


Lung was taking the opportunity to savage the Endbringer, holding 
him down and raking him with his claws. He’d grown to match 
Leviathan’s size already; if he kept growing, he might actually be 
able to pin the Endbringer down. Looking at them now, with Lung on 
top and Leviathan beneath him, suffering massive gashes with each 
pass of Lung’s claws, one could be forgiven for thinking Lung was 
the Endbringer, and Leviathan a mere changer struggling against the 
tide. So Leviathan decided to cheat. 


The street erupted in water, blasting apart the concrete and asphalt 
as hundreds of tons of water surged upwards. Half a dozen capes 
who'd been nipping at Leviathan’s ankles disappeared in a flash. 
Lung stumbled as his footing disintegrated, and Leviathan threw him 
off. He wasn’t moving like the dumb brute he’d started the fight as; 
Leviathan spun, delivering a roundhouse kick to Lung’s midsection, 
using Lung as a springboard to keep spinning as his tail whipped 
towards Lung’s neck for a killing blow. Lung was still staggering from 
the mountain-breaking force of the blow to his gut; he couldn't get far 
enough to avoid the full length of the tail. 


He was barely able to get far enough to avoid the shortened length, 
the cracked nub barely nicking Lung’s throat. The water echo turned 
to steam harmlessly. 


Lung fell backwards into the sinkhole that had swallowed half a 
dozen city blocks in an instant. His claws were clutching his neck, his 
entire body shrinking as his power diverted strength to healing the 
wound. The bleeding slowed, and then stopped. Lung roared in 
frustration as he began to rise back to his feet. 


Hahahaha holy shit, Lung owes me his life. 


My giddiness was short-lived, because Leviathan was moving back 
towards us, leaving Lung in the crater he’d made. | dropped down to 
the street and blocked a claw swipe that nearly killed a couple of 
ground-bound blasters. The force of the impact shoved me two feet 
deep into the facade of a building; by the time I’d dug myself out, 
Leviathan was already a hundred feet away. | was preparing to give 
chase when the armbands buzzed at maximum urgency: 


BARRIER DOWN 
WAVE INBOUND 30 SEC. 


“Fuck!” one of the capes I'd just saved yelled. “We need to get to 
high ground!” 


“Get on then, idiot!” Rune yelled back, dropping three large chunks 
of broken building into the street. Capes began scrambling on, the 
pursuit forgotten. 


“| can take people!” | called. “Grab my hands!” A tinker in badly 
battered armor and someone in a more artistically-tattered cloak and 
hood took my offer immediately. | flung us up onto the roof the tallest 
building around, some twenty stories up, then went back down and 
grabbed another two, and then another. Rune dropped her 
passengers off on the same building before going back for a second 
trip, apparently trusting my judgment. Between us, we managed to 
get every cape in line of sight onto the roof with seconds to spare. | 
could see it, even through the rain; a vague, shapeless darkness that 
seemed to swell out of nothing as it rushed forward into the city. 


God, | hope | picked a structurally sound building. 
WAVE IMMINENT 


| felt rather than saw buildings go down closer to the shore, and then 
it hit. The sound was indescribable, shaking the building we were on 
to the core, thrumming in my head. It just kept coming, more and 
more and more. The building swayed alarmingly, and several capes 
grabbed each other in fear. The two closest to me were lucky 
enough to grab me, which meant I’d actually be able to help them if 
the building fell; through my boots, | could feel it strain, and | 
grabbed as much of it as | could with my power, willing it to stand, 
knowing it wouldn’t be enough. It swayed, sagging beneath our feet- 
and then broke. | could feel the moment it did, the tension and shear 
forces on the small fragment | was able to reach vanishing as the top 
floors snapped off. The building lurched, causing many of the capes 
to yell in alarm, and then held steady, slowly sinking into the rushing 
water. 


| looked about in confusion and saw Rune, kneeling on the roof, 
straining as hard as she could to keep us out of the floor. | 
immediately reversed the weight of as much of the building as | 
could grab, running across the roof to reach more of the building, 


and she gasped as the weight of the building was cut in half. The 
roof stabilized, then began to rise, the strain now manageable. 


The wave finally stopped coming, leaving us on an island only a few 
feet above water. Then it reversed, rushing back into the Bay. If the 
wave’s arrival was a roar, its departure was a growl, a low and 
constant sucking. Our platform rocked, its bottom half still caught in 
the rushing tide, but we remained safe, for now. 


The first thing | looked for once the water had retreated was Lung, 
and | found nothing. No way! He survives a wrestling match only to 
die to a damned wave? If he was alive, he’d been swept away with 
everything else. The building we’d been standing on was gone, as 
were the two to either side of it. The streets were clogged, mangled 
cars and traffic lights lying in piles where the water had converged 
during its retreat. | stared, transfixed. The damage I'd seen before 
had been nothing. This was why Leviathan was known as the city- 
killer. 


| was shocked out of my stupor by our arm-bands buzzing with a 
new message: NEXT WAVE 9:40. Damn it! The waves were 
Supposed to grow in strength over time. | didn’t want to see what 
happened when the next one hit. 


Rune slowly and carefully lowered the massive building chunk to the 
ground, with what little help | could offer, and the capes we’d saved 
began hopping off the moment they’d survive the fall. More capes 
landed around us, fliers who’d opted to keep hold of whoever they’d 
managed to grab instead of setting them down on a rooftop. Given 
how well the buildings had held, | had to admit that they’d had the 
right idea. 


The capes who'd had to deal with the building had gravitated 
towards Rune, who had collapsed in the middle of the street. Several 
of them offered thanks, which Rune was either too tired or too 
stubborn to acknowledge. 


“You need evac?” a woman asked. One of the fliers, blue and gold. 


“... yeah,” Rune muttered. The woman scooped her up in a bridal 
carry and flew off. 


| followed suit, ‘falling’ upwards until | was about even with the 
floating bricks and then killing my momentum and leaving my gravity 
at about one percent. The result let me suspend myself in the loose 
cloud of flying bricks and aerial artillery, allowing me to see what they 
were looking at, which was fuck-all. We hadn't even been able to tell 
what direction he’d taken off in, since he’d juked at least twice on his 
way out. 


Finally, our armbands buzzed with a message: LEVIATHAN CE-7. 
We took off, each accelerating as hard as we could towards the 
indicated area. It was easy to tell where we were going; the capes 
who'd been left behind during the initial pursuit had ended up in the 
Endbringer’s way as he doubled back towards the coast, and the 
blasters’ fire was lighting up the night. Fenja and Menja, the Nazi 
Valkyrie Giantesses, were tag-teaming the Endbringer while Kaiser 
attempted to foul his movements. 


| pulled myself to a stop, hanging weightlessly while | tried to pick my 
angle. What do | have to work with? | was tough, but Alexandria was 
clearly a heavier hitter, and she’d been fighting this bastard for years. 
My copied powers weren't enough to deal with Endbringer Bullshit. | 

could keep people alive, but that wouldn't save the city... 


| could keep people alive. 


| pushed both buttons for the ‘request assistance’ function and 
yelled, “Get me Clockblocker!” over the wind and rain. The battle 
continued while | watched and waited. Leviathan was boxed in 
between the two Valkyries, flying blasters buzzing around the three 
massive fighters like pixies. He was noticeably worse for wear, now. 
There were holes in his flesh large enough to see through; as | 
watched, another of those freakish space-warping beams struck him 
dead center and carved away enough flesh to make out a rib-like 
structure beneath the pseudo-muscle ‘flesh’. 


Finally, the armband pinged with a direction, and | flew off. 


The Brockton Bay Wards had stuck together through the chaos... 
mostly. | saw Kid Win first, since he was in the air; the tinker had 
deployed a massive cannon on his hoverboard and was contributing 
to the frankly ridiculous amount of firepower flying towards the 
Endbringer. Browbeat, Clockblocker, Gallant, and Vista were below 
them; their contribution was less obvious, but | assumed Vista was 
part of the reason Leviathan wasn’t kiting anymore. 


| dropped straight past the fliers and landed with a splash in water 
that came up to my knees. “Clockblocker!” | yelled. 


“What now?” he yelled back. “Did my power not work?” 

“The copy wasn’t good enough! You'll need to do it yourself!” 
“No fucking way!” 

“Are you crazy?” Vista asked. 


“Let her talk!” Gallant yelled. He turned to me and asked, “You’ve got 
a striker effect that can protect someone, right?” 


“Exactly! As long as I’m touching someone, they have the same 
defense | do!” 


“How do you even know it'll work?” Clockblocker asked. “If your 
version failed, what makes you think I’d do better?” 


Because you managed to do it in another timeline. “It’s worth a shot, 
right?” | asked, holding my hand out. “This is as safe as you'll ever 
get in an Endbringer fight, dude.” 


| couldn’t see Clockblocker’s face behind his mask, but I’d bet he 
was scowling. He looked over at Gallant. 


“It’s your call,” Gallant said. 


“Kid!” Vista yelled, looking up at the tinker above us. | had just 
enough time to spot the falling form of Kid Win before he made a 
crater in the street-or a gentle splash, as it turned out. Vista had 
already sprung into action and shortened his fall into only a few feet. 
Not that he was in great shape; he was unconscious, his armor badly 
dented from whatever had hit him. Vista immediately reached over 
and hit the ‘emergency evac’ button on his wristband. 


No sooner had that crisis passed than a massive crash from the 
street in front of us triggered a wave through the knee-deep water 
that caused us to stumble. Leviathan had KO-ed one of the Valkyries 
hard enough that she caused a localized earthquake when she hit 
the floor. He immediately took advantage of the gap to break the 
encirclement. The giantess vanished as he ran by... no, he’d killed 
her on the way, and her power-granted size had faded immediately. 
There was another titanic crash, and Leviathan doubled back, 
coming right for us. 


“Vista!” Gallant yelled. 


The world in front of us bent and twisted, the buildings on either side 
leaning over into and through one another like an Escher painting 
come to life. The street itself dilated like a dolly zoom, but Leviathan 
was faster; he was a thousand feet away, then eight hundred the 
next heartbeat, then five hundred, and then the buildings less than 
twenty feet away gave up and collapsed, burying the Endbringer in 
hundreds of tons of rubble. 


Holy shit! 


It stopped Leviathan for about five seconds. He burst out of the mess 
explosively, forcing me to deflect the rubble that came our way as 
best | could. It wouldn’t matter, though, because he’d grabbed the 
top of the building next to us. Time seemed to stop as he hung 
overhead, water echo pouring off his form, and then his massive 
clawed feet were heading right towards us behind the deluge. We 
were too spread out for me to save everyone; | dove for Kid Win 
without thinking about it, my instincts defaulting to protecting the 


wounded. Vista was still standing over him, so | ended up tackling 
her, too, grabbing them both and hoping that my power was as good 
as | thought. 


There was a muted thump, and then nothing happened. 


| glanced up in surprise to see that Clockblocker had frozen the 
pouring water, forming an impromptu shield overhead. The noise 
was Leviathan bouncing off. 


“Clock!” Browbeat yelled. “Are you all right?” 


“Yeah?” Clockblocker yelled back, sounding surprised. “Yeah, I’m 
fine! A little stuck, though!” His hand was entirely encased in the 
paused water. 


“| think | can help,” | said as | stood up. | took a moment to pull Vista 
to her feet and haul Kid Win onto my back before heading over. Sure 
enough, | was able to render Clockblocker’s hand flexible enough to 
pop it right out of the mold he'd cast... sort of. He’d frozen the water 
soaking his costume as well, so his glove was still stuck. 


“Thanks,” he said as he wiggled his bare fingers experimentally. 
“Fuck.” Gallant wheezed. | turned to see him lying half in the water, 
curled double around his crumpled armor. “Fuck. Ah, fuck, this 
hurts.” 


“What happened?” Browbeat asked as he hurried over. 


“Goddamn piece of debris clipped me,” he said. “Broke my arm. 
Maybe my ribs, too.” 


| raised a hand to my goggles and activated the ‘medical diagnosis’ 
mode, then growled in frustration when the scanner didn’t work 
through his armor. 


Browbeat took Kid Win off my hands. “We need to get the wounded 
out of here,” he said. “Clock, you coming or going?” 


Clockblocker glanced between me and Gallant for a few seconds. 


| wasn’t going to drag him away from his team like this. “Look after 
your friends, man.” 


“Thanks,” he said. “Uh, good luck, | guess.” 
“You too.” 


| watched the Wards go, seeming to warp away with the help of 
Vista’s power. The shield of water meant | had to walk a few feet 
before | took off, heading up over the buildings and hanging 
weightless again while | waited for the armband to call out a new 
location. 


Dozens of other fliers hovered alongside me as the seconds ticking 
by. | was about to ask the nearest flier what was going on when 
Alexandria preempted me, her voice effortlessly cutting through the 
storm. “The weather’s taken out most of the drones Dragon was 
using to keep track of Leviathan. Fliers, spread out over the city and 
find him!” 


| stopped to watch where the others headed, planning to fill in any 
gaps | noticed, then went sideways in a flash of white and gold. 
Fucking Glory Girl had hit me on her way by, and my method of flight 
meant | was now cartwheeling through the air in microgravity. 
Judging by the brief flashes of horizon | got as | spun, I’d been 
knocked upwards and further into the city. 


| was spinning too quickly and erratically to figure out a clever way to 
stabilize my flight, and the wind meant lowering my mass to airbrake 
just made things worse. | killed my gravity manipulation and dropped 
into frigid, churning water far deeper than | expected. 
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Chapter 39: Storm Pt II 


Months of practice in a swimming pool were completely and totally 
insufficient to prepare me for being dropped into frigid, churning 
water. | slammed through the surface into a confusing mess of 
currents buffeting me this way and that, tumbling me round and 
round like a washing machine. 

Bits and pieces of the school were floating past me, lockers and 
doors and other bits and bobs appearing for a split second before 
being smashed to pieces as the floodwaters raced onwards. 
Things slammed into me, trying to smash me to pieces. 

| didn’t understand. 

| couldn’t understand. 

This was a nightmare. If the dam had really burst, | was dead. 

My friends were dead. 

My town was dead. 


| bobbed to the surface, gasping for air, only to find that | was still 
underwater. 


| couldn’t tell which way was up; | kicked and thrashed, but it was 
pure luck that brought me to the surface. 


The fake surface. 
| was still underwater! 


| hit something, or something hit me, forcing more precious air out of 
my lungs. 


The mud and sediment kicked up by the flood reduced visibility to 
nothing, the water nothing but blackness. 


| shouldn’t even be able to open my eyes, really, but for some reason 
it didn’t sting. 


My lungs were burning. 

The currents brought me up to the surface, but | was still underwater. 
| didn’t know where the surface was. 

Something hit me again, spinning me around. 

There was no light to swim towards, nothing to tell up from down. 


| was still spinning, things slamming into me and knocking me every 
which way. 


Up. | needed to go up. 

| hit the surface, then | was back underwater. 
Which way was up? 

Why couldn't | breathe? 

| hit the surface and was still underwater. 
What was going on? 

Why was it so dark? 

It hadn’t been this dark when I'd triggered. 
I’d triggered. 

| had powers. 


| wasn't in the fucking flood, | was in the ocean! 


| lowered my mass and weight as much as | could, counting on 
buoyancy to get me to the surface, and hit something. 


| was trapped under something! 


| released the change to my mass, let myself get carried away, then 
tried again. 


Trapped. 

What was going on? 
Again. 

Trapped. 

Where was |? 

I. Needed. Air. 

Why was it so dark? 


| tried again, but couldn’t manage to work my powers, and that was 
as good as a death sentence. 


| can’t believe this is how | die. 


I'd managed to wrestle Leviathan and ripped off about three feet of 
his tail, only to be killed by my own incompetence and Glory Girl’s 
fucking attitude. 


The last thought | had before | lost consciousness was, Oh my god, 
I’m going to be stuck in Victoria’s head for years! 
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| came to suddenly, coughing and hacking water out of my lungs. 
“Easy, now!” the cape standing over me yelled. “Calm down! Just 
breathe!” 


| was... Okay. | was okay. 
| also needed to vomit. So | did. 


“Wha-?” | kept hacking and coughing, my lungs still not used to the 
idea that air was a thing. “What?” | managed to ask. 


“Breathe!” he repeated. “You’re safe. You, uh, might have a broken 
rib or three, though! CPR’s not pretty.” 


| laughed, which confirmed that | definitely had a broken rib. It didn’t 
hurt as much as it should, though, and my lungs were already feeling 
much better. Now that | could actually breathe, | took a moment to 
actually observe my surroundings. | was in the middle of the street 
only a few hundred feet from the ocean, sitting in about a quarter 
inch of water, and my rescuer was none other than Aegis. “What 
happened?” | asked. 


“You got swept down a storm drain! | had to wait and fish you out of 
the Bay!” His armband buzzed, and he frowned as he read whatever 
was on the screen. “Are you all right?” 


“Been better. Nearly drowned. How are you?” 
“Are you delirious?” 


“Maybe.” | was a little shy of lucid at the moment. “Does drowning do 
that? Or is that the PTSD?” 


“Come on, get up.” He grabbed my hands and hauled me to my feet. 
“If you can't fight, you need to evacuate.” 


“No. No, | can fight.” / think. “I'll be okay,” | insisted, trying to ignore 
his skepticism. “I just... I’m just disoriented.” His armband was 
reciting an endless list of casualties. So many people. Down, down, 
deceased, down. | took a deep breath, wincing as my abdominal 
muscles tensed to bridge the gap in my ribcage. Wait a second... 
“Did you give me mouth to mouth?” 


“You drowned!” Aegis said defensively. 


| raised a hand. “No, | don’t mind-actually, thank you, a lot. It’s just 
that | think | copied your power during it.” 


“Oh.” He laughed awkwardly. 
“Do you know where Leviathan is?” | asked. 


He pointed at the street next to us, where a massive rent had torn 
through the asphalt like clay. “He went through here only a minute 
ago. We don't have eyes on him, but we know where he was.” 


| had a trail to follow, at least. “Thanks for the save,” | said. “I'll, uh, 
let you get back to work?” 


“... right.” He nodded and took off, probably in the direction of 
another injured cape. | started jogging in the opposite direction, since 
| wouldn’t be able to see the tracks from the air. The water was less 
than an inch deep in the road, so following the tracks wasn’t hard. | 
checked my armband as | went; there was no update on the 
Endbringer’s position, but the next wave was in six minutes. 


It had been less than three minutes away when I’d gone looking for 
Clockblocker; | must have fallen into the previous wave. Just my 
luck, really. 
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| heard the sounds of battle before | saw it, and instinct drove me to 
duck low and creep up to one of the piles of rubble that had 
accumulated wherever something got stuck. It was just as well that | 
did, because it means | didn’t interrupt Armsmaster and Beacon’s 
dance. They looked almost like mirrors of each other; the same 
super-heavy armor, the same halberds. They moved in perfect sync, 
keeping Leviathan between them, dodging strikes without needing to 
look. This must be Armsmaster’s combat prediction program. 


It was beautiful to watch. Where one advanced, the other retreated; 
when one dodged, the other struck. Each blow released a cloud of 
particulate as the nano-thorns on their halberds carved into the 
Endbringer’s flesh; the cuts were shallow, but each strike bit deeper. 
They weren’t striking randomly, either; they were focusing on one 
spot on his side, digging deeper and deeper. 


Meanwhile, Leviathan was beginning to slow, favoring the injured 
side. He looked like a mostly-eaten corpse by this point, stringy 
muscles and sinews only partially attached to the underlying 
skeleton. He was showing-faking-pain and weakness, struggling 
more and more as the tinkers closed in for the kill... and then he 
moved, shooting forward towards Armsmaster, his weakness 
abandoned. 


Armsmaster danced back, left, then right, then left again, the gap 
between life and death so fine that stray droplets of the water echo 
spattered on his helmet. Beacon nipped at his heels, punishing every 
strike with another hit to the wound he was no longer protecting. 
Baleful red light leaked out of the wound. The Core!? 


Leviathan turned around to face Beacon and threw a claw out, 
prompting a wave of water to fly towards her. She went down on one 
knee and popped up a shield that absorbed the force without any 
sign of strain, while Armsmaster moved in for a shot at Leviathan’s 
flank. The Endbringer spun back around to meet the attack, and 
Armsmaster stopped short and ducked before striking at the arm 
instead. He managed to hit Leviathan in the wrist, where only the 
‘bone’ remained, and severed the claw outright. 


Why wasn't Leviathan running? His feint had failed; at this rate, they 
were actually going to kill him. His core was exposed! 


The answer seemed to be ‘he wanted them dead’, because he 
chose to cheat rather than run. He dove straight for Beacon; his 
water echo ignored his movements, heading for Armsmaster with far 
more water than it usually produced. The tinkers stumbled as their 
combat software gave them wrong answers, which was enough for 


the echo to wash Armsmaster away down the street and Leviathan 
to hit Beacon with his remaining claw. Her block kept her from dying 
instantly, but Leviathan wrapped his claw around her arms and 
pulled them off in a spray of blood. 


Beacon didn’t even flinch, immediately dodging away to create as 
much distance as possible, but without her arms for balance, it only 
took a moderate swell in the standing water to knock her over. 
Armsmaster let out a bellow of rage and fear, but he’d been swept 
too far away to intervene in time. 


| started moving before I’d even considered a plan of action-not that | 
really needed one. All | needed to stop Leviathan from killing Beacon 
was physical contact. | lashed myself forward repeatedly, falling 
faster and faster towards her. He raised a foot to smash her flat, but | 
was already there, reaching out and- 


Leviathan’s knobby, skeletal tail slapped me away even as his foot 
came down. | spun end over end and came to rest upside down in 
the second floor of a water-damaged department store. 


“No!” Armsmaster screamed, running back into melee with his 
halberd over his head-a suicidal charge if I'd ever seen one. | pulled 
myself out of the crater and lashed myself towards him. Leviathan 
spun to deal with me first, slapping Armsmaster aside with a 
contemptuous swing of his tail as he reached for me with claw and 
stump. | had zero interest in tangling with him alone; | dodged both 
hits, grabbed Armsmaster-who was still trying to fight despite barely 
being able to stand-and carried him away like a sack of potatoes 
over my shoulder. 


“Put me down!” he yelled. “What are you doing? 


“Saving your life!” | yelled, panting. The fact that we hadn’t been 
caught yet was a pretty good indication that Leviathan wasn’t 
chasing us, so | slid to a stop and set Armsmaster down, leaning him 
against the closest building. He was heavy. 


He was heavy? 


“Do you have some kind of anti-striker effect on your armor?” | 
asked. 


“It’s not an ‘anti-striker effect’. The armor plates are quantum- 
anchored with a special matrix of exotic nanoparticles suspended 
in-” 


“So you can’t turn it off,” | interrupted. 
oe NO” 


| sighed and rolled my shoulders, feeling the strain of carrying a 
couple hundred kilos of power-armored tinker at a dead sprint. “How 
badly are you hurt?” 


Armsmaster paused for a moment, his expression turning more and 
more unhappy as he-| presumed-read off a list of injuries from his 
heads-up display. “I will require medical attention,” he admitted 


grudgingly. 


That wasn’t a surprise, given that he’d been hit by Leviathan. | could 
possibly fly him to the medical tents despite the annoying anti-striker 
effect, but it wouldn't be terribly safe. I’d have to support more than 
twice his nominal weight in flight, since I’d be pulled in the opposite 
direction, and | wouldn't be able to help him if anything went wrong. 
“Can you walk?” 


“Yes.” Armsmaster stood up, grimacing in pain as he put weight on 
his left foot. He leaned on his halberd heavily, teeth bared against 
whatever was wrong with his leg. 

“Are you sure?” | asked. 


“It’s fine. My armor can compensate for broken bones.” 


“Oooor you could let me help you.” 


“| can wait here if | need to,” he said. “It’s not urgent.” 

“You called for evac, right?” 

“| did.” He moved his arm to display his arm-band, showing me the 
upside-down EMERGENCY AID REQUESTED message taking up 


most of the screen. “It might take a while. That last wave did a lot of 
damage.” 


“Are they going to get here before the next one?” 
“Hopefully.” 


That wasn’t a response that inspired much confidence. “We should 
get moving, then. If they don’t get here in time, I’m going to have to 
fly you out.” 


“Doesn't that require your striker effect to work?” he asked. 
“Yeah, it does, but | can carry you anyway.” 
“Is that safe?” 


“It’s safer than leaving you down here when a wave hits,” | pointed 
out. 


“| think | would rather walk.” 


| slung his arm over my shoulder to take the weight off his broken leg 
and started guiding him back towards Captain’s Hill. The rain kept 
pouring, water running in rivulets down the streets and into the storm 
drains. | gave the nearest drain a suspicious look as we shambled 
past it. Not letting that happen again, that’s for sure. 


“| have an idea,” | said about a hundred feet later. “Why not just use 
a piece of debris as a stretcher and fly you back that way?” 


“That doesn’t sound safe either,” Armsmaster said. 


| sighed. “I don’t Suppose you've had to give anyone the ‘be willing to 
trust others’ skills’ soeech lately?” 


He stopped walking. “I received that one, actually,” he said, softly 
enough that even with my head right next to his | could barely hear 
him over the rain. “Beacon gave me the ninth degree over not letting 
her join me in my plan to engage Leviathan.” 


Fuck. “I’m sorry,” | said weakly. Erin would be back, after the jump, 
but that didn’t mean anything to him. He’d never see her again. 


Armsmaster began moving again, doggedly limping along. We 
turned a corner, and | had a bizarre moment of disconnect as we 
started down a familiar street. I'd walked through here only a month 
ago, with the spring sun shining bright overhead and cars moving 
past in ones and twos. Now, stormclouds completely blocked the 
evening sun, and the road was choked with debris. We were four or 
five blocks east of Curly’s Gym... or what was left of it. 


| hoped Curly made it to the shelters okay. | hoped Sophia and 
Taylor hadn't been injured. 


Emma could go rot. 
“Two minutes until the next wave,” Armsmaster said. 


“We might need to fly after all.” | pointed to a wrecked truck. “Look, 
you strap yourself in, | use the car to cancel out your weight, and 
then | carry you back. Easy.” 


“Safe?” he asked. 


“Safer than flying without it. I’ll still have to deal with the inertia, but | 
won't be supporting your weight.” 


Armsmaster glanced down at his armband, the movement strangely 
reminiscent of someone checking a wristwatch. “Fine,” he grumbled. 
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Only a couple minutes later, Armsmaster climbed out of the front half 
of the truck straight onto a proper stretcher. The paramedics whisked 
him away without another word. 


The Protectorate had decided that when dealing with what was more 
or less a tsunami elemental, high ground was the order of the day; 
the triage center had been set up on Captain’s Hill, the highest spot 
in the city with any amount of open ground. It would have given mea 
great view of the city, if I'd actually been able to see through the 
pouring rain. 


The last wave had hit shortly after we’d touched down in the triage 
center’s landing area. My arm-band had a counter for the next wave, 
so the battle hadn't ended yet. 5:33. They were getting faster. | rolled 
my shoulders again, loosening up after the strain of steering the 
large, weight-neutral mass across the city, and took off. 


| hadn’t had a chance to back off and grasp the scope of the fight 
while I'd been in melee. From the air, | could see a literal trail of 
destruction, even through the blinding rain. In places, it looked like a 
tornado had been through, a path carved straight through city blocks. 
And then | saw Leviathan himself. 


He wasn’t playing anymore. His water ‘echo’ had become a raging 
storm, a whirling tornado of water blades that tore apart everything in 
arms reach without him needing to lift a finger. Alexandria was still 
diving into melee range time and time again, but | doubted there 
were more than two or three other brutes who could stand up to that 
level of violence. 


| flipped through vision modes until | found one that could see 
through the whirling water and immediately wished | hadn’t. He was 
mostly skeletal, now, eye sockets empty but still glowing with a 
sinister green light. His claws were back on the amputated arm, 
longer and thinner than the other. The first thing that came to mind 
was an angel from Evangelion-alien and eldritch, central core 
glowing red where it was visible through the skeletal body. 


| stopped short when | saw another lance of space-bending light 
shoot into the vortex, then headed over to see who was doing that. | 
shouldn't have been surprised to learn it was Emily, back in one 
piece and holding a massive tinkertech canon like a minigun, firing 
from the hip. Twin clouds of steam drifted up from the massive heat- 
sinks that jutted out to either side of the main body of the weapon, 
glowing orange as they dumped heat into the pouring rain. Emily 
blurred into a new position a few paces away, and another lance of 
weirdness shot out. “Damn it!” she cursed. “He shouldn't be able to 
dodge that!” She tried again, blurring to a new position on the roof 
across the street. | dropped down next to her before she could try 
again. 


“What’s our status?” | asked, yelling to be heard over the near- 
constant thundering of both parahuman powers and literal lightning. 


“Not great!” she yelled back. “Even | can’t land a proper hit on him!” 
She blurred in place, another blast from her cannon heading into the 
darkness. “Damn it! He’s cheating with causality somehow! He’s 
already moved when | release the timestop!” 


“What about close range?” 


“He can manipulate water | touch even while stopped!” she yelled. 
“That's how | got hit before! | can’t get close!” 


“The others?” 


“The same! We might be able to save the city, but we can’t get 
through his final defenses! We’ve already pulled out all the stops!” 


“Why hasn’t he run?” | asked. “There’s barely anything left of him!” 


“There was barely anything left of Behemoth in New Delhi! Whatever 
causes Endbringers to disengages, it’s not just damage!” She 
Opened a panel on her weapon and swapped out a component- 
probably a power pack or magazine-before punching the hatch 
closed and taking aim again. 


| looked back at the living hurricane that was still smashing a path 
through the city. “Fuck.” 


She didn’t respond, instead blurring to a new position a couple feet 
away and firing another shot mid-timestop. | didn’t need to see 
anything but the look on her face to know she’d missed again. 


What was | going to do? 


| was nearly spent, again. I’d taken hit after hit and probably saved a 
dozen lives, but weathering those hits had a cost. | wasn’t sure | 
could take much more. 


As if in answer to my question, the arm-band buzzed: S&R: BRUTE 
NEEDED: CC-4. “I guess I'll get that, then,” | said to no one as | 
pressed the communication button. “Flux responding to call fora 
brute.” The screen changed to a map, and | set out. 


Hopping roof to roof gave me a great view of exactly how much 
damage the waves had done, not that | needed it. The biggest 
indicator was how far | had to jump; in under a minute, | was leaping 
over areas where more than one in two buildings were missing. The 
wreckage lay in the street, a mishmash of broken buildings, cars, 
street lights, and other detritus. Whole city blocks were gone. | could 
feel my pulse quicken as | saw the damage. No. Stop. The city is still 
here. THE CITY IS STILL HERE. And it’s going to STAY here. 


| pulled my eyes away from the ruins, focusing on the directions on 
the wristband. My target turned out to be Kid Win, standing on his 
hoverboard, waving his hands for attention. His armor was just as 
battered as it had been when he’d fallen, but the medical teams had 
apparently fully healed him in the short time since I'd last seen him. 


“Myrddin’s stuck!” he yelled, pointing to a pile of rubble sitting half- 
submerged in the street. “He’s pinned under the rubble!" 


| looked at the debris. There was too much stuff for me to affect all at 
once, but it looked like Myrddin had gotten lucky; a massive bent 


metal plate near the bottom gave me a way to shift the whole pile. 
“PIL lift!’ | yelled. “Pull him out!” 


“Right!” We dropped together into water that was up to my knees. | 
grabbed the massive chunk of steel and yelled, “On three! One, 
two-” | hoisted it into the air. Myrddin scrambled out under his own 
power, shooing Kid Win away. His costume looked much the worse 
for wear, but miraculously, he seemed uninjured. 


“Thank you,” he said. “Can you find my staff?” Kid Win and | 
exchanged a look. “Damn! | need that staff! | hope it’s not under a 
building somewhere.” He immediately began searching the street, 
dragging his hands through the water. 


“Is the staff actually part of his power, or it is just a magic feather?” | 
asked Kid Win once Myrddin had moved out of earshot. 


He shrugged. “No idea. I’ve heard of some weird parahuman 
powers, so it’s not out of the question.” 


“Hmm.” | flicked through my visor’s vision modes until | found one 
that worked decently well at seeing through the rushing water. 
Myrddin was a powerhouse, and probably more effective than me on 
a strategic level even when | was fully rested; as it was, | would do a 
lot more good helping the strange, possibly delusional cape find his 
stick than by rushing back into the fight. 


There was something surreal and dream-like about the 
disjointedness of the whole experience. Wrestling a kaiju, being a 
punching bag, rescuing people, drowning, seeing someone | knew 
die, dragging Armsmaster away from his own death, and now setting 
out to help a Medivh-lookalike locate his ‘magic staff’. So many 
different experiences it was almost hard to reconcile them all 
happening in the same fight. 


My goggles picked out a shape in the gloom, and | bent down to 
examine it. Well, I’ll be damned. | grabbed Medivh’s-sorry, Myrddin’s- 


staff and pulled it out of the water. “I found it!” | yelled, holding the 
staff overhead. 


“Where? Ah, you got it!” Myrddin immediately started wading 
towards me. | reset my visor and looked around for Kid Win, but 
didn’t see him; he’d probably left. Like | should, now that I’d found 
the stick. 


It was too bad we couldn't bring rea/ magic to bear; | bet Leviathan 
couldn’t do shit against conceptual attacks. 


We'd pulled out all the stops, and we ‘might’ be able to save the city. 


We had magic enough to blast Leviathan apart thrice over... but not 
five times over, and the eighty percent reduction in effectiveness 
meant our attacks were bouncing off or being evaded. In that 
moment, | hated Management. His stupid drama-preserving 
handicap was feeding the city, and the whole world, to the 
Endbringers. And we stil/ had no solution to the Scion problem, 
either! 


Was there even any point to rejoining the fight? Leviathan had seen 
my best tricks already, and | didn’t have the energy to repeat them 
even if he fell for the same thing twice. | would probably be more 
useful staying on search and rescue. What else did | have to offer? | 
could competently cast three charms, and they only worked because 
they were ‘close enough’ to parahuman powers to be unhelpful. 
Homura was already in the fight, so | didn’t have another Deus ex 
Machina to call on. 


Except... | did. 
“| need to borrow this for a sec!” | yelled. 
“Why?” 


“Just a moment!” There was a chunk of concrete that was mostly flat 
and out of the water not too far from me, so | hopped up onto the 


surface and made it malleable while | used the staff to carve a large 
circle on it, at least three feet across. | turned and tossed the stick 
back to Myrddin just as he caught up to me. 

The wizard-cape immediately took off, floating upwards to see what 
I'd been up to. “What are you doing?” he asked. “If you’re trying to 
summon something-” 

“Maeve!” | yelled. 

“-| must-what? Look, it doesn’t work like that-” 

“Maeve!” 

“-which is good, because if it did-” 

“Maeve! | summon thee!” 
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Chapter 40: Eye 


Chapter 40: Eye 


Water became ice and rain became hail. 


“Hello, Cassandra,” Maeve said. “Ready to spend that favor?” She 
was dressed for war; over a sturdy winter gown that would be 
downright modest if it wasn’t functionally transparent, she wore a suit 
of plate armor made of pure, glacially blue ice, complete with a skirt 
of heavy panels over the gown’s matching drapery. Her right hand 
held a thick black iron staff upright like a spear. 


“lam. Do you know what | want?” 
“What the fuck,” Myrddin said. 


“Who are-ah, yes, Bet’s Dresden stand-in. Do be quiet.” Maeve 
raised her fingers to her lips and made a zipping motion. To me, she 
said, “If | had to guess, I’d say you wanted me to defend the city. You 
still need to say it.” 


| nodded. “Yeah, | want you to protect the city and prevent more 
damage or deaths. Stop the waves, freeze the entire Bay if you have 
to. But more than that: | want you to kill Leviathan.” 


Maeve laughed. “I was about to remind you that you had only one 
favor to ask of me. But to charge me with slaying an Outsider, and 
one who has intruded on my domain-why, | would almost do that for 
free.” Her smile promised death. “If that is your wish, | will complete it 
in full.” 


“Whoa, whoa, wait! Time out!” Management yelled, their voice 
booming out from everywhere around us. | jumped and looked 
around futilely for the source, and was barely surprised to find that 
they were being literal. Time had completely stopped, without any of 


the strange color effect that marked Homura’s ability. | poked a 
hailstone and found it unyielding, and blank to my power. 


“What the hell are you doing?” they demanded. 
“Fulfilling a debt,” Maeve said simply. 


“No, not that! What are you doing to the system? You're drawing way 
too much power!” 


“| don’t care.” 
“You should! | put down rules! How are you even doing this?” 


“Because this is what | am,” Maeve said. “You should know that as 
well as any. | have a debt, and | am going to fulfill it. Are you going to 
stand in my way?” 


There was a pause in which | could fee/ Management seething at her 
words, and then the world slammed back into motion. | was 
uncomfortably snapped back into my previous position, my 
proprioception stuttering unpleasantly at the discontinuity. When | 
met Maeve’s gaze, she was smiling like a shark. 


“Give the word, Cassandra.” 


I’m sure, in that moment, my smile was every bit as terrible as hers. 
“Maeve? Kill Leviathan.” 
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Leviathan never had a chance. Maeve made a show of it, for me in 
particular. 


| was still standing with Myrddin, but my senses were elsewhere, 
watching as Leviathan struggled against the defending forces. Ice 
formed from his water echo, hampering him, rhyme spreading across 
his hide like a rash. The cold, raw entropy of Winter slowed him, 
dragged him down, let the brutes hold him in place and the blasters 


fire with impunity. Chains of ice rose from the water, binding him as 
another line of space-twisting light slammed into the gash in his side, 
blasting crystal fragments and ichor into the air. 


Leviathan erupted, a massive explosion of water throwing the 
defenders away. He strained, and when the chains didn’t break, he 
simply dragged them behind him as he fled towards the shore too 
fast for anyone to follow. The deadly chill only grew stronger as he 
ran, draining his strength until he was crawling towards the bay on 
four limbs like a man dying of thirst. And then, on the rough, sandy 
shore, as he crawled past the beached wreckage of the Rig, his last 
hope was denied. The entire bay froze solid as Maeve strode out of 
the mists that had enveloped it. 


This creature, she whispered to me as she approached, claimed the 
sea as its domain. Cold and alluring; indifferent and uncaring; lover 
and killer; fickle, vast, and so, so dark... the very Essence of Winter, 
given form upon the earth. And this creature dares claim it as his 
own? This usurper, this pretender, believes that it is his to rule? He 
seeks the title of Leviathan, greatest of the ocean creatures? It is an 
insult to the entire Court of Winter. A mistake | will now correct! 


Her staff was no mere metal bar; it tripled in length as she raised it, 
and a horrifying nothingness manifested at its head: a massive 
scythe blade that had no color or form at all. My eyes-or whatever it 
was | was seeing with, at this point-skipped over it, a blind spot | 
could only perceive through the crescent-shaped void in my vision. 


LEVIATHAN- 


He thrashed pitifully, nearly entombed by chains of ice formed from 
his own water echo. Maeve leapt into the air, arcing gracefully over 
the supine Endbringer. 


-BY MY WILL, YOU ARE UNMADE! 


The blade fell. Strange frozen crystals sprouted forth from where it 
struck Leviathan-right in the core exposed by Armsmaster and 


Beacon’s efforts. He died without a twitch or a whimper, the glow in 
his eyes fading away like dying embers. Maeve hung in midair, 
balanced on the end of her weapon, its tip planted on the 
Endbringer’s back. 


She took a moment to survey her work, then hopped down, taking 
her weapon with her. It was back to being a plain, black rod, which 
she carried over one shoulder as she walked back into the mist. 
When the haze faded seconds later, she was gone, the ice already 
breaking apart. 


| sat there blinking for a moment, waiting for the vision to end, before 
| realized that she’d somehow dropped me on the beach in body, as 
well. 
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Maeve had dropped me about half a mile away from the site of the 
execution, and | chose to walk rather than run or fly, so | wasn’t the 
first to arrive at the Endbringer’s corpse. The Triumvirate were 
already there, alongside Dragon and Chevalier. The storm had 
already noticeably faded by the time | set out, the monsoon-esque 
deluge reduced to a humble downpour. By the time | arrived, it was 
merely raining. 


“-reviewing the footage now,” Dragon said as | made it into earshot. 
“To be honest, I’m not certain what I’m seeing. Whatever hit 
Leviathan, it played hell with my equipment.” 

“What about the corpse itself?” Alexandria asked. 


“That ice around the cut isn’t water,” Eidolon said. “It’s nitrogen. The 
cut is at absolute zero, and has remained there since it was made.” 


“What cut?” Chevalier asked. 


“The... I’m not sure how to describe it. There’s a... discontinuity.” 
Eidolon turned to look at the corpse again before returning his 


attention to the other heroes. “Did anyone see what happened?” 
“| did,” Alexandria said. “Leviathan wasn't just killed. He was 
executed. You see this?” She pointed to the Bay full of ice. “The 
entire Bay frozen solid when he was mere feet from safety. Whoever 
that was, she was toying with him.” 

Her pronouncement was met with dead silence. 

Chevalier cocked his head. “She?” 

“She,” Legend agreed. 

“Legend?” Eidolon asked. “Were you able to see this, as well?” 
“The end of it. I’m afraid | have to agree.” 

“Who could do that?” Chevalier asked. 

“Who indeed,” Alexandria echoed. 

“You saw her, though?” Legend asked. 

“| saw her,” Alexandria confirmed. “We'll need a name.” 
“Zero-K,” Eidolon said. 

“It ll do, for now.” 


“You saw the cape who did this?” Chevalier repeated. 


“| did,” Alexandria confirmed. “I'll provide a sketch to Protectorate 
leaders within a few days.” 


“Was it the cape you noticed during the briefing?” Legend asked. 


“What?” 


“You kept shooting glances at one of the capes who came in near 
the end,” he said. Emily. 


“Oh, her? No.” 
“Who was it? Someone you know?” 
“Not at all,” Alexandria said stiffly. 


“Oh.” Legend nodded in understanding. Anything Alexandria doesn't 
know ts worrying indeed. 


“SO we have two unknown capes-one moment.” Dragon turned her 
suit away from the group and told me, “This is a restricted area.” 


Eidolon waved her to silence. “You showed up here fast,” he said. 


“Easy to follow the trail,” | said, pointing a thumb over my shoulder at 
the line of destruction stretching back into the city. He looked at me, 
over my shoulder, then back at me. Whatever he saw, he didn’t 
question my claim. “So, can | stay?” 


Eidolon looked to Alexandria, who shook her head. “No,” he said. 


“Even though | tore a piece of him off?” | wonder where that had 
gotten to. Could | claim it as salvage? 


“That's impressive,” Eidolon admitted, “but no.” 


“Armsmaster and Myrddin are on their way,” Dragon said. “Myrddin 
wants to talk to her.” 


“Is that so?” Alexandria asked, eyeing me with worrying interest. 
“Congratulations, Flux. You'll be staying after all.” 


Well, now | wanted to leave. My presence may have been 
requested, but it Sure put a damper on the conversation. None of 
them said anything interesting until Myrddin arrived, flying through 
the air like, well, a wizard. He landed about the same distance away 


I’d originally approached from; a wave of his staff brought 
Armsmaster, Miss Militia, and a couple of other heroes | didn’t 
recognize out from whatever weird pocket dimension he’d stored 
them in. “Myrddin, Armsmaster,” Dragon said, greeting the two Team 
Leaders. “Beacon not with you?” 


“She’s dead,” he said flatly. 
“Oh. I’m... I’m sorry.” 


“Not as much as | am.” He turned and looked at Leviathan’s corpse 
dispassionately. “What do we know?” 


“Very little,” Alexandria said, “and all of it concerning. Whatever did 
that-” she pointed at the Endbringer’s corpse, “-was toying with him. 
He made it within a dozen feet of safety before having it yanked out 
from under him.” She motioned towards the bay, which was filled 
with chunks of ice. 


Armsmaster looked between the corpse and the bay, but said 
nothing. 


“It was a Faerie,” Myrddin said. The other capes turned to stare at 
him. 


“Sorry?” Chevalier asked. 

“A Faerie,” Myrddin repeated. “Maeve, the Lady of Winter.” 
Chevalier and Alexandria shared a glance. 

“Is that so?” Eidolon asked. 


“Yes. | saw it.” He pointed at me. “Flux summoned her using my 
staff.” 


| really shouldn’t have done that in front of Myrddin-or anyone, really- 
but | hadn’t been thinking about the consequences. It was extremely 


lucky no one found that statement even remotely credible. “We'll 
discuss this later,” Legend said. 


“But-” 
“Later,” he repeated. “We have more people arriving.” 


“There’s no sense having to repeat everything every time someone 
new arrives,” Chevalier added. Indeed, Alexandria had given her 
summary of Maeve’s... ‘fight’ twice already. 


GUARD arrived next, followed shortly by the New York, San 
Francisco, and Brockton Bay Protectorate teams. That was enough 
people for them to begin setting up a cordon around the corpse. 
Eidolon did... something, and Leviathan’s corpse was engulfed ina 
shimmering field that completely obscured the body and the Rig next 
to it. Most of the rank and file moved off to ward people away from 
the scene, leaving only Dragon and the Protectorate Leaders of 
some of the most well-respected departments in the country. And 
me, because no one seemed to remember | was here. 


Where was Aspect? I’d have expected him to have arrived with the 
rest of GUARD, but | hadn’t seen him at all. Maybe he was avoiding 
the Triumvirate. 


“What happened here, anyway?” asked the only cape in the meeting 
| didn’t recognize, a woman wearing a green, vine-embroidered 
dress. Her face was bare, which implied she was either a publicly- 
outed cape or a stranger. The San Francisco team leader, based on 
who she'd arrived with. 


“Just a moment.” Alexandria said. “We're still waiting on the New 
Orleans and Toronto leaders.” 


“Just them?” 


“Everyone else is injured.” 


“Damn.” Green slumped. “I want to be happy, but...” 
“This complicates things,” Eidolon said. 


“Complicates?” Chevalier asked. “You say that like killing an 
Endbringer is a bad thing!” 


“If we had done this-the defenders, | mean, heroes and villains both-| 
would be celebrating. These monsters have been choking us to 
death for more than a decade. But this wasn’t us, was it?” 


“It was,” Myrddin said. 


Alexandria stepped in before Myrddin could repeat his theory. “We'll 
cover that when the meeting, such as it is, starts.” Myrddin scowled, 
but didn’t protest. 


A crack of displaced air signaled the arrival of Strider, Narwhal, and 
another cape | didn’t recognize. Narwhal was the Toronto leader, | 
was pretty sure, which would make the man next to her, a large 
black guy in a leotard, the New Orleans team lead by process of 
elimination. Strider threw the Triumvirate a salute before 
disappearing again. 


“All right,” Narwhal said. “What do we know?” 


“Just a moment,” Alexandria repeated. “We have one more guest 
coming.” Everyone turned to follow her gaze, me included. Lung was 
prowling across the beach. He’d found a new mask-and pants, 
thankfully. Green tensed, but most of the capes didn’t seem to care; | 
wasn’t sure if that was confidence in their own abilities, or in Lung 
being smart enough not to brawl with most of the Protectorate’s Top 
Ten roster at the same time. 


As for Lung himself, he simply walked up and joined the circle like 
he’d been invited, though he paused when he saw me. “What is she 
doing here?” he growled. 


“That is a good question,” Alexandria said, then ignored it. Had | 
touched a stranger by accident? 


“Are you ready to explain what happened to the Bay?” Narwhal 
asked. “And why Leviathan left in such a hurry?” 


Alexandria recited the story like she’d already had to say it dozens of 
times. “An unknown cape of unknown power level apparently 
decided enough was enough, and arrived with such force that 
Leviathan fled immediately. He failed, because that cape slowed him 
down, drained his power, froze his water echo to his body, then 
flash-froze the whole bay when he was moments away from safety 
just to toy with him. Said cape then struck him with an unknown 
weapon that killed him instantly and left an extra-dimensional cut 
across his body, the edges of which remain at absolute zero despite 
all known physical laws.” 


Her explanation was met with shock. “Holy fuck,” the green cape 
said, one eyebrow shooting into her hairline. 


“Complete unknown?” Narwhal asked. Alexandria nodded. 


“There are a lot of those running around, lately,” Eidolon said. 
“GUARD came out of nowhere. A mysterious assassin no one can 
track managed to get into the Birdcage-and, quite likely, out. And 
now this.” 

“Are we sure the latter two aren't the same?” Chevalier asked. 
“Teacher was shot in the head at point blank range,” Alexandria said. 
“In the Birdcage,” Green repeated. “Which is horrifying.” 


“Yes. That said, | doubt our shadow assassin would have been 
anywhere near this... flashy.” 


“And yet, despite the dramatic flair, he disappears without a trace,” 
Armsmaster said. “It doesn’t make sense.” 


“She,” Alexandria corrected. “| saw her as she executed Leviathan. 
I'll provide a sketch shortly.” 


“Speaking of GUARD, where’s Aspect?” Legend asked. | half 
expected people to turn to me to answer, but of course no one knew 
we had any connection. 


“| don’t know,” Dragon said. “I lost his armband signal a few minutes 
after Leviathan died.” 


“Lost?” Purple guy repeated. He was tall and muscular, a real Adonis 
physique shining through the purple fabric, his voice rich like an 
announcer. “After the fight ended?” 


“He may simply have damaged it,” she said. “Perhaps one of his 
powers shorted it out. Eidolon, what were you saying about 
complications?” 


“If we had managed to bring down an Endbringer, together, it would 
be the greatest day in parahuman history. Every single person who 
fought today, heroes and villains both, would be remembered for 
decades. Instead, he ran, something killed him, and we're left with 
nothing but questions and a corpse we can’t explain.” He turned 
away from the group, looking at the glimmering silver dome he’d 
placed over the body. “What’s going to happen to the truce, after 
this? Legend?” 


“What?” Legend looked confused for a moment, then he realized, 
“You're talking about my speech. The part where | said that 
Endbringers are why parahumans are tolerated.” 


“Precisely,” Alexandria said. “It’s a huge portion of the way our 
current system functions. The reason why we’re willing to allow 
villains to remain masked, even once captured. The reason why we 
Cage people rather than kill them outright.” 


“And that’s all in danger now,” Green woman said. “Damn.” 


Eidolon nodded. “We can use the Rig as a pretense to keep a barrier 
up-” 


“You cannot hide this,” Lung growled. “I will not allow it.” 
“We won't hide this,” Legend agreed immediately. “We can't.” 


“Both morally and practically,” Purple agreed. “It would leak if we 
tried, and that would destroy us.” 


“| don’t disagree.” Alexandria's lips were set in a hard line behind her 
visor. “But we need a Story. As it is, he might as well have slipped 
and broke his neck. We need a champion.” She turned to 
Armsmaster. 


“No,” he said sharply. “Out of the question.” 


“No?” Alexandria repeated. “You and Beacon engaged Leviathan, 
alone, using technology specifically designed to penetrate his 
defenses, and managed to inflict the wound that was used-” 


“And we failed,” he snapped. “Beacon is dead. | almost followed. 
Leviathan won. The only reason | survived is because Flux was fast 
enough to save one of us. Lung would be a better candidate.” 
Dragon shifted as he spoke; | assume she trying to decide whether 
trying to comfort him in front of his peers would do more harm than 
good. 


“And | would refuse for the same reason,” Lung rumbled. “Why not 
you? You did not hesitate to claim credit for finding me broken and 
beaten.” Armsmaster’s grip tightened on his halberd. 


“Whoa, now,” Green said. “We need to leave old grudges be, for 
now. Okay?” Armsmaster nodded, and after a moment, Lung did as 
well. 


Alexandria said, “Armsmaster-” 


“No.” 


“Beacon, then. A heroic sacrifice-” 
“No. Why not you? Why not Eidolon?” 


“We need a new generation,” Legend said. “We aren't getting any 
younger.” 


“And, more critically, we need someone who has a reasonable limit 
on performing the deed,” Alexandria added. “Why was it only done 
now, and not earlier? Why can it not be done again? The mysteries 
of tinkertech are a ready explanation.” 


“Beacon might be the best option, then,” Green said. 
Narwhal nodded. “Credit Armsmaster with the assist-” 
“Do | get a Say in this at all?” Armsmaster demanded. 


“You can agree to it,” Alexandria said, “or you can have it forced on 
you. | recommend the former.” 


Armsmaster looked to Lung for support, but the dragon cape simply 
shrugged. “The beast is dead. | do not care what lies you spin, so 
long as | am left out of it.” 


“Why not Flux?” Myrddin asked. “This was her doing, after all.” 


Lung, Narwhal, and the two capes | didn’t know looked at him in 
confusion. “Explain,” Lung growled. 


“She summoned one of the Fae, one of the three faces of Winter, 
Maeve herself. Flux called in a debt, and ordered her to kill 
Leviathan. And she did.” He looked around at the assembled heroes, 
then slumped, leaning heavily on his staff. “Yeah, | don’t really 
believe it either. | know it’s crazy, | get it, but | Know what | saw. | saw 
her do it, in a Summoning circle she drew with my own staff.” 


Lung immediately ignored him. Chevalier seemed concerned. Most 
of the others had already turned back towards the center of the 


discussion. Alexandria, however, looked right at me. 
“Flux,” Alexandria said. “Do you know the cape who did this?” 
Maeve was not, technically, a cape. “No.” 


Armsmaster cleared his throat loudly. When | didn’t comment, he 
said, “That was a lie, Flux.” 


Fuck. “Yes. | know who did this.” 

“You called her here?” Alexandria asked. 
“Yes.” Fucking lie detector. 

“Can you do so again?” 

“No.” 


| imagined Alexandria’s eyes flicking to Armsmaster for confirmation. 
He didn’t contest my answers. 


“Myrddin was right,” Narwhal said in a tone that made me feel 
insulted on the wizard’s behalf. 


“You could at least pretend not to be surprised,” Green told her. She 
nodded at Myrddin. “You're right: that would give her the kill.” 


Alexandria shook her head. “That’s no good, not without a murder 
weapon or the ability to repeat the performance.” 


| nodded. Being known as an Endbringer killer would cause all sorts 
of problems for anyone who couldn’t back up the claim. 


“Then we’re back to where we started,” Legend said. 
“This cape,” Lung rumbled. “Where did she go?” 


“Nowhere.” 


“What do you-” 

“Back to the lands of Winter, then?” Myrddin asked. 
“Effectively.” 

“Extra-dimensional?” Alexandria asked. 

“Yes.” 


“Will she come back?” Eidolon asked. “Will she help us against the 
other two?” 


| bit my lip. “Il don’t know. | wouldn’t count on it.” Several heads 
turned to Armsmaster; he nodded, confirming | wasn’t lying. Thanks 
for the trust, guys. 


“But there’s a chance?” Eidolon pressed. “She might be able to do it 
again?” 


| thought back to the moment where Maeve had had the brass to tell 
Management to go fuck himself. “Able? Probably. Willing?” | bit my 
lip. “Unlikely. | don’t know.” He nodded, satisfied with the answer. 
“Miss-” Green began, only to stop and look to Alexandria. 

“Flux,” Alexandria supplied. 

“Miss Flux, you called...” 

Eidolon started to answer, “Ze-” 

“Just call her Maeve,” Alexandria cut in. 

“You called Maeve to kill Leviathan?” Green asked. 


| sighed. “Yes.” 


“Do you want to claim the kill?” 


“No,” | said immediately. Purple and Narwhal looked surprised, but 
the rest of the capes present either hid their reaction or expected my 
refusal. 


“Do you think it’s reasonable that you should decide who does take 
credit?” 


“Why me?” It didn’t make any sense for them to let an outsider 
decide... but then again, they weren't really asking me to decide, 
were they? “You want me to railroad Armsmaster,” | said, baffled by 
the direction the conversation had gone. 


Green gave me a sheepish smile. “More or less, yes.” 


“You're just hoping he won’t argue about it if /’m the one to tell him to 
take credit.” 


.. yes. 


“Your chain of command is disappointing,” Lung grumbled. “Order 
him to obey, or do not. Appealing to outsiders is nonsense.” 


“| never thought I’d say this, but | have to agree with Lung.” | glanced 
over at Armsmaster. “For what it’s worth, | think... uh...” | turned 
back towards Green awkwardly. 


“Jasmine Jade,” she said. 


The cape I'd been calling ‘Green’ in my head was named for two 
things that were green. Whatever. “I think Jade had it right. Letting 
Beacon take the credit is the best for everyone, | think.” 


“Easy for you to say,” he said. 


“Maybe it is.” | tried to look at it from his perspective and failed. | 
didn’t Know enough about him, or his relationship with Erin-or, hell, 
about relationships in general-to understand a damn thing about 
what he was going through right now. 


“Armsmaster,” Alexandria said. “We are going to be officially 
recognizing Beacon-and you-as the ones responsible for killing 
Leviathan. If you cannot accept this, | expect your resignation on my 
desk tomorrow.” 


| could hear the tinker’s teeth grinding. “How are you going to explain 
all of this?” he asked, pointing at the frozen bay. 


“My work,” Eidolon said. 
“And the fact that she died two miles inland?” 


“Tracker error,” Alexandria responded without missing a beat. 
“Dragon will... correct the reports.” 


“Yes, ma’am,” Dragon grumbled, her displeasure clear. 


The meeting broke up after that. Chevalier and Myrddin walked away 
in one direction, Legend and Narwhal in another. Jade stuck by me, 
only for us to be intercepted by Lung. “Flux,” he rumbled. “We have a 
score to settle, you and I.” 


“How about you thank me for saving your life and we call it even?” 


Lung picked me up in a neck lift. Jade tensed, but didn’t attack, 
probably because | wasn’t struggling. “Do not mock me!” he growled 
in my face. 


“I’m serious! You almost lost your head to that tail sweep, right?” He 
didn’t answer. “I tore about three feet of tail off him earlier, trying to 
pin him in place for the blasters. That’s more than the difference 
between losing your head and a nick from a safety razor.” 


Lung considered this. “I will investigate,” he grumbled as he set me 
down. “If you are telling the truth, | will consider your insult repaid. 
Do not interfere with me again.” 


“Cool. Say hi to Shinigami for me.” He ignored my parting words 
entirely, which was rude, but too in character for me to be upset 


about. 


“You're on good terms with a great many people,” Jade said once 
he’d started heading back to where Alexandria, Armsmaster, and 
Dragon were still arguing. “That’s rare, even for people on the same 
side.” 


“You call that good terms?” 
“| was thinking of Armsmaster, actually.” 


“Ah. | don’t really know how it happens.” Things just seemed to line 
up that way... oh, of course, New to the Crew. “It’s better than 
making enemies?” 


“It certainly is.” She started walking, beckoning me onward. 


| took a closer look at her as we walked, as surreptitiously as | could. 
There was something strange about the vines on her dress; it took 
me a few seconds to realize that they were actual living plants 
woven into the fabric. “You're a biokinetic?” | asked. 


“Salad-kinetic,” she said. | raised an eyebrow. “Old joke from my 
Ward days,” she said with a smirk. “I can make plants grow like crazy 
and move them like prehensile limbs. They're way stronger than they 
should be when I’m controlling them, too.” So her dress meant she’d 
always have at least one plant to work with, and was probably 
stronger than normal, as well. Clever. “Now, let’s talk about you.” 


“Let’s not,” | said. 


“The city, then. | assume you're local, if you’re familiar with 
Armsmaster.” 


“Yeah.” 


“What are you going to do now?” 


| shrugged. “Villainy, | guess. It’s gonna be a lawless wasteland for a 
while.” Yeah, our plan was more ‘law and order’ than normal for 
villains, but it was still going to involve a lot of violence and crime. 
Against the other gangs, sure, but we weren’t exactly on the side of 
the angels, here. 


“Not if you don't let it.” Jade stopped walking and turned to me. “The 
Protectorate is willing to forgive quite a lot, if you have a good 
position to bargain, and you’re in a better position than most. You 
have one of the greatest powers available.” 


“Indestructibility?” | guessed. 


“Good PR,” she said. “You’re likable. People don’t even care why 
you're a villain; they watch you go and find themselves rooting for 
you anyway. That’s a rare talent. It’s probably half the reason | 
ended up leading a team.” 


There was no sensitive way to say this. “I, uh, hadn’t heard of you.” 


“l’m saying I’m popular, not famous,” she said with another smirk. “lI 
was still a second until... well... today.” Her voice and general 
boisterous demeanor cracked a bit as she spoke. Field promotion. 


“I’m sorry.” What else could | say? 


“Anyway,” she continued, smirk firmly back in place, “I’m saying that | 
can play a crowd. | saw your interview at that fundraiser; it’s the 
same skill. A skill that is, frankly, a lot more useful when you can 
actually draw crowds.” 


“SO, you're saying...” 


“I’m saying that you have an opportunity to turn over a new leaf. With 
public support in a city in dire need of law and order, you could very 
well receive a full pardon in exchange for your cooperation. You 
could probably bargain for more, as well-ignore the attempts to 
railroad you and remain independent, or head straight into a cushy 


job title. ‘Course, you'd still be in the thick of things until the city gets 
put back together, but that’s life.” 


“Why are you telling me this?” Telling me | was in a strong enough 
position to score a pardon with practically no concessions looked a 
lot like showing your whole hand to the opponent. 


Jade laughed. “Because no matter how badly you bend the local 
Protectorate and PRT over the barrel, it’s sti// a hell of a lot better for 
them than having to fight you.” 


“I guess.” 


“I’m serious. If you think ‘it won’t work’ or ‘I can’t change’, you’re 
wrong.” She reached over and put her hand on my shoulder, looking 
me straight in the eye. “Some of the best heroes I’ve ever worked 
with started out on the wrong side of the fence. | think you could be 
one of them, and | would be delighted to help.” 


“l...” What had | told Emily? Talk about how the attack made me 
reconsider my priorities. I'd managed to luck myself into a perfect 
position to do just that. 


It was unfortunate that the Protectorate was going to crash and burn 
sooner or later, thanks to Cauldron, or we might have been able to 
actually go legit. “I'll... Keep that in mind.” 


“Think about it.” She clapped me on the shoulder before releasing 
me. | turned to look back at the city. The buildings were dark, the 
skyline torn and ragged. But it was still there. Leviathan was dead, 
and it was still there. 


| turned back to Jade. “Can | ask you a question? Like, this may be 
really personal.” 


“It’s fine. | actually gave an interview about my trigger back in-” 


“No, not that,” | said quickly. Although I'll definitely look that up. “I 
was wondering... can you only move half your face?” 


She blinked. “Yeah. Nerve damage from Behemoth’s attack on Lyon 
back in ‘03.” She tapped her cheek with one finger. “Too severe for 
modern medicine, not bad enough for parahuman stuff. I’ve gotten 
used to it.” 


“Back in... you’ve been fighting Endbringers for eight years?” 


“Il mean, | wouldn't call it ‘fighting’,” she said humbly. “I mostly just try 
to keep people alive, drag the injured off the field. I’ve never been on 
the front line for any amount of time.” 


“Still, that’s a long time to-” The conversation was cut off by my 
armband emitting a horrid screeching sound. | fumbled with the 
device, trying to figure out how to shut the damn thing off, and only 
read the message on the screen by happenstance. 


APOLOGIES DRAGON | HACKED THE DEVICE EMERGENCY 
MEETING WAREHOUSE CONFERENCE ROOM NOW MAX 
Oh, shit! 


“| have to go!” | yelled, taking off immediately and pulling out my 
map. That answers the ‘Where’s Aspect?’ question! There was only 
one thing | could think of that would trigger that kind of response 
after an Endbringer kill, and | hoped to god | was wrong. 


The map guided me to the nearest owned property, a ruined shell 
that was once an office building without a single wall left standing. | 
grabbed a door that was lying on the road, dragged it onto the 
property, then ‘opened’ it and jumped through into the conference 
room like Scion himself was hot on my heels. 
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Chapter 41: Aftermath 
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Chapter 41: Aftermath 


The conference room had only one door. 


| was among the last to arrive; Max had been dialing my phone, 
which had been totaled during my trip down the storm drain, and 
only resorted to hacking the armband when he couldn't get through. 
That still meant that | was one of half a dozen people exiting the door 
simultaneously from multiple exit points scattered across the globe. 
The fact that we didn’t telefrag each other is one of the great 
miracles of Warehouse-based physics bending. 


Unfortunately, that bending stopped at the door, so | immediately ran 
into the back of whoever was in front of me. Then someone ran into 
my back, and so on, like the world’s stupidest game of bumper-cars. 
It took a few moments before people spread out enough for me to 
see Max, and | immediately understood why everyone had stopped 
to stare. 


Max was unremarkable in his Aspect outfit, mask off. It was Scion, 
standing awkwardly to the side in his white jumpsuit, that had 
everyone’s attention. 


“Max!” Garrus yelled. “What is going on?” 


“Is everyone here? | don’t want to have to repeat this.” Max sounded 
nervous, which was extremely worrying. We stood around awkwardly 


for a minute before he cleared his throat. “Right, | think that’s 
everyone. 


“SO, Scion arrived a minute or two after Leviathan bolted, and | went 
over to take a look, since | was... mostly confident he wouldn't be 
hostile, and... | took a peek at his mind, and there’s actually an 
intelligence there. It’s just not human enough for easy 
communication... or particularly bright. But | figured, you know, it 
would be a hell of a lot easier if we could work with him, and for that | 
needed something to bargain with, and...” he trailed off, looking 
guilty. “I... may have offered to bring him along and find a way for 
him to revive his girlfriend.” 

Absolute. 

Dead. 

Silence. 


“So-” Max continued, but breaking the silence opened the floodgates 
of public opinion, and the wind did not blow Max’s way. 


“No,” Homura said. “No. Not happening.” 

“That... seems like a really bad idea,” Ace said. 

“Did Management agree to this?” someone asked. 

“What were you thinking?” a man’s voice yelled from the back. 
“He’s an alien psychopath!” 


“You’re going to take the world ending threat and make it more 
powerful?” 


“Did you stop and think about this for even a second?” 


“This is going to be a disaster!” 


“How are you going to be able to manage him if he goes off in an 
even higher power setting?” 


“| refuse!” Homura yelled over the din. “If it comes, I’m gone!” 

That got Max’s attention. “Whoa, wait-” 

“No,” she insisted. “I’m not working with anything like it ever again!” 
“What it if works?” someone yelled. “What then?” 


“He goes home, lives happily ever after, and destroys an entire 
world!” 


“Guys, relax! Look, he’ll be inserting as a human, right? He'll get 
some experience thinking like us, feeling like us-” 


“And the next, and the next!” 
“Are you going to take the Simurgh, too?” 
“You're unleashing Jumper Entities on the multiverse!” 


Max clapped his hands, the sound loud enough to knock over 
everyone within a dozen feet of him-more than half the people in 
attendance, given how we’d been crowding in. Even Scion fell to the 
floor, although for all | knew he was in full monkey-see-monkey-do 
mode. 


“| know this sounds crazy,” he said. “I know this sounds like a bad 
idea. But at least let me explain my reasoning before you start 
defecting!” He stared the crowd down as people got back to their 
feet. 


“First, yes, | ran this by Management. Their words were, ‘sure, okay, 
| want to see where this goes.’ They also made it clear that we are 
not taking the full Entity; we’re taking the gestalt consciousness that 
runs the thing. That means he’s effectively starting from scratch. No 
massive wad of unimaginable power to deal with. 


“Second, this solves basically every problem we have this jump. He 
knows his ticket is contingent on his cooperation with us. 
Endbringers? Solved. End of the world scenario? Solved. Continued 
decline of society? Solved. He’s already cut off all new shard-host 
pairs from forming and will remove the conflict drive from the current 
pairs. 


“Third, this is rehabilitation. Or... prehabilitation? It’s making him into 
a person we can interact with as a person. That will stick if he 
returns, which means there would be an empathetic human 
intelligence coming back to his power base. That solves the last big 
question of ‘what do we do about the rest of the entities?’ We let him 
handle it, because he’s going to have some actual empathy for 
what’s going on. 


“Last, he is currently aware of the jumpchain. He likely understands 
enough about people to grok the current discussion. Even if | were 

willing to break my word-which | gave sincerely-I do not think it is in 
any way viable to withdraw the offer at this point.” 


| couldn't help but feel that the last bit wasn’t the strongest thing to 
end on. The protests started up almost immediately, and seemed to 
agree. 


“You call that a frakking explanation? ‘We’re doing this because | 
can't undo it, so get used to it’?” 


“So this is an ultimatum, then?” 


“It could work, though,” Garrus said. He stepped forward to stand by 
Max. “Il mean, if anything could get through to him-” 


“fl” 
“Just because an idea ‘could work’ doesn’t mean it’s a good one!” 


A hundred voices began yelling over each other, some in support of 
the plan, most against. | wasn’t one of them-no amount of yelling 


could solve the problem now. Max was right about the last point, at 
least; if we withdrew the offer now, Gold Morning would start in the 
Warehouse. Which... would be a very odd way to solve the issue of 
Gold Morning, assuming the being currently standing next to Max 
really was the essential consciousness of the Entity; if he offed Max 
and the Warehouse poofed away, Bet would likely be fine. 


Probably. 
We’d all be fucked, though. 


Scion simply weathered the abuse, if he even understood the finer 

points of the words being hurled about. | looked around for Homura 
and found her standing in the back corner of the room, so | headed 
over to her. “Are you okay?” | asked. 


“No. No, I’m not.” She’d changed back into what | thought was her 
Original form, and a young version at that-probably exactly how she’d 
looked when she joined, Mitakihara uniform and all, unless | missed 
my guess. Her right arm was across her waist, gripping her left arm 
in her hand. “I’ve disagreed with Max before, but | never thought 
he’d... he’d...” She lowered her head, letting her hair hide her face 
from view. 


“Fuck,” | mumbled. “What a fucking day.” | leaned back against the 
wall, letting myself slide down until | was seated on the floor next to 
her. “Fuck.” | reached up to push my glasses back up my nose, only 
to remember that | hadn’t had glasses for nearly a year and a half. 
Man, what a weird time to fall back into old habits. 


“Cass...” Homura said. 
“Yeah?” 


“I... nevermind.” She turned away from me, facing further into the 
corner. 


“What is it?” 


“Nothing. It’s... it’s not fair.” 


| looked over at the sea of people currently arguing. A line had 
formed down the middle, letting me judge rough numbers; it looked 
about ninety-ten, at the moment, although people kept crossing over. 
“Life’s like that,” | agreed. “We should try to be, though.” | leaned 
back, banging my head against the wall in frustration. “Did you mean 
what you said?” 


“What?” 


“That you'd leave if he joined.” | wasn’t terribly surprised; I'd 
compared the Entities and Incubators when I'd first watched her 
show. If anything was going to trigger Homura to nope-out, it would 
be that. 


“|... | did.” She sank down next to me, still holding her arm across 
her body like a crutch. 


| swallowed. “Do you...” | looked over at the sea of people, then felt 
like a heel for even hesitating. “Do you want me to come with you?” 


“| couldn't,” she whispered. “It’s not fair.” Oh. That’s what she’d 
meant; she’d wanted to ask me to come, only to change her mind. 


“I'd do it anyway.” 

“You've only been here a couple years,” she said. 

“And I'd still do it.” / promised. 

“Idiot,” she whispered. 

| couldn't help but smile. “That said... | don’t suppose | could 
convince you to stay? Just one more jump, to see if Max’s stupid 


plan actually works.” She didn’t reply, but that wasn’t an outright 
refusal, so | left it alone. 


The distorted sound of an old-fashioned telephone cut through the 
din, and | stood up to get a better view of what had interrupted the 
riot. Everyone had stopped to look at the conference table that had 
been pushed aside in the crush. The speaker-phone management 
used had slid all the way to one side, where Ace was currently 
holding it with one hand. 


through their weird vocal distortion, Management was clearly 
annoyed at the interruption. 


“Are you really okay with Max taking Zion along?” 


“Yeah. | want to see if his plan works. Now, do you have something | 
can actually address, or are you just going to ask the same 
questions Max already did?” 


“You don’t know?” Ace asked. “I thought you were timeless, or 
however that works.” 


“lam, but if | check, it spoils the surprise. | wouldn’t tell you, anyway. 
Crossing timelines is a huge fucking headache!” 


“Great,” he said. “Well, we’re at a bit of an impasse.” 
“Wow, that’s rough, mate. Why are you calling me about it?” 


“Was... was that supposed to be an impression of me?” he asked. 
“Ahem! A lot of people have some serious reservations about the 
plan, so a little guidance would-” 


“Max is the Jumper, his word’s law, exit’s at the end of the decade.” 
The unmistakable click of a handset slamming home echoed through 
the room like a gunshot. 


“We need something to settle-” 


“Not my problem.” Click. 


He punched the button again, and the phone exploded. “Aah!” he 
yelled. “Bloody smegging mmrph mmmfft-!” his stream of curses 
turned to furious mumbling as he stuck his burned fingers in his 
mouth. 


When the murmuring started up again, it was at least slightly more 
subdued. Ace’s gambit had accomplished one thing: everyone was 
now more angry at Management than at Max. 


“Damn it,” Homura mumbled. She drew the back of hand across her 
face, and it came away wet with tears. “They’re going to do it. 
They’re really going to let him come.” 


Damn it is right. | knew why she was so upset, but | couldn’t do 
anything about it. “They might not.” 


“They will.” She sounded completely defeated. 

Shit. 

“Homura,” | said. She didn’t react. “Homura!” | reached over and 
grabbed her by the shoulder, forcing her to look at me. “Did you 
cleanse after the fight?” 

“What?” 

“Did you cleanse after the fight?” | repeated. 

She looked at me, then looked away. “Doesn’t matter.” 

| grabbed her hand instead, nearly pulling her ring off in my haste. 
The gem looked more like an onyx than an amethyst. Fuck! “You 
need to cleanse your soul gem, right now!” She ignored me. 
“Homura! Get the god damn clear seed or whatever out of your 
stupid hammerspace!” 


“Why do you care?” she asked. “You’re fine with him coming along.” 


“I’m not-for fuck’s sake, Homura, if you don’t give me your clear seed 
right fucking now you are going to kill me!” 


She flinched like I'd actually slapped her, then deployed her shield 
and dropped the clear seed into my palm. | immediately snapped it 
to her ring, then growled as nothing happened. “Homura, you need 
to bring your soul gem out right now!” | grabbed her by the shoulder 
and shook her. “Emily!” | yelled. “Now!” 


Homura opened her palm to reveal the gem, and | pressed the clear 
seed into her hand. A veritable flood erupted from the soul gem and 
disappeared into the bauble, twisting and billowing like a cloud of 
snakes, on and on, until finally trickling away to nothing. By the time 
it the stream finally stopped, the clear seed had visibly darkened. 


Holy shit. 


The debate had continued without us, a low murmur filling the room 
as people broke into groups to argue the merits of Max’s ‘plan’. No 
one else had even noticed-or so | thought, before Diane teleported in 
next to us holding a heavy sack labeled ‘Grief Seeds’. “Thank 
goodness,” she muttered as she saw me sitting there with the Clear 
Seed. “I was going to be too slow.” 


She immediately sat down next to us and put a hand on Homura’s 
shoulder. “Are you okay?” she asked gently. 


“Yeah,” Homura whispered. “I’m sorry.” 


“It’s okay,” | said. | glanced at Diane, who nodded encouragingly. 
“Let’s get out of here, okay?” 
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| ended up dragging Homura out of the conference room and up to 
my room in the hotel. There were a pair of armchairs | wasn’t sure 
had been there last time | looked, on either side of a tiny tea table, 
and | sat her down in one and took the other. 


“Are you okay?” | asked. 
“No.” 
“Right, stupid question.” 


| sighed, leaning back in the chair. There were more than a dozen 
things | could say, and | didn’t think any of them would help at all. 


This felt familiar, and it took me a moment to realize why. | was 
approaching this like | was talking to someone who | was terrified 
would do something... drastic. And | didn’t have the words to say. 


“I’m not suicidal,” she said. 
Well, there it was, out in the open. “I didn’t say you were.” 
“You're treating me like it.” 


“Yeah, | am, because | don’t know how else to treat you. You almost 
died!” 


“| know!” she yelled. | flinched; I'd never heard her yell. “I Know,” she 
repeated, raising her hands. Her Soul Gem formed from her ring in 
its fabulous Faberge Egg glory, and she put it down on the table 
gently, turning it to show me the other side. | gasped when | saw it. 


There was a crack running through the gem, the edges bleeding 
blackness into the purple around it. 


“Is that...” | didn’t have words. 


“Permanent? | don’t think so.” She was still staring at the gem. “! 
have perks that boost soul regeneration and recovery. | didn’t slot 
them, because Worm doesn’t have any native threats that would 
require them, but even if it wouldn't heal naturally, they’ll take care of 
it. 


“I’m not suicidal. Not in the way you seem to think.” She pulled the 
clear seed out of her shield and set it next to the gem, where it 
began to draw out a thin, wispy stream of black, like a candle that 
hadn't been properly snuffed. “I was... | was careless. It’s not an 
ongoing problem.” 


“And that?” | asked, motioning to the egg-shaped gem. Something in 
my mind wanted to touch it so badly, but it was literally her soul; 
even asking would be horribly inappropriate. 


“An inconvenience. I’ve upgraded my capacity for magic many times 
over the years.” Her mouth twitched towards a frown. “It’s... one 
reason | was careless, today. It’s been a long time since I’ve even 
come close to my limit.” 


“| suppose Endbringers are pretty high up the threat scale-” 


“It's not as much about the target as the engagement,” she said. “If 
I’m fighting, I’m usually doing it from timestop-! expend a lot of 
magic, and then I’ve already won. It was the length of the fight that 
was unusual.” 


“You can’t cleanse midfight?” 


“| can.” Homura bowed her head. “I should have. But it makes me 
feel vulnerable, having to bring my gem out like this.” Hardly 
surprising, and | was definitely not going to get to poke it. Which | 
shouldn't want to, anyway. 


“| could have done it any of the times he ran off, but | was still in the 
mindset for fighting. It didn’t feel like a safe time to cleanse. | know 
my limits, and | wasn’t cutting into my safety margin yet.” 


| waited a moment for her to continue, but it seemed she’d said her 
piece. “Then what happened?” 


“The meeting. When Max said she was bringing that... thing... | don't 
think I’ve ever felt so betrayed. |... | trusted her. | trusted her with my 


soul, literally. To have her side with something like that... 


“That wasn’t the worst thing, though. | was betrayed and angry, but it 
wasn't until people started talking that | really believed it was 
happening.” 


“And you despaired,” | said. 


She turned her head away from me, her bangs hiding her face. 


.. yes. 


Homura swallowed. “That’s another way | was careless. There are 
dozens of perks to prevent despair, but they’re not perfect. This was 
an edge case. The one | have active now is When Not to Fold ’Em: 
‘You have an indomitable spirit and unbreakable will. You can keep 
pushing forward no matter your losses, never giving in to despair. All 
hope may be lost and the situation beyond saving, but you will not go 
gentle into that good night because as long as you draw breath you 
can keep fighting.’ 

“It Says ‘no matter your losses’, but apparently it doesn’t cover 
‘someone you trust betrays you’,” she continued. “I guess it’s for 
losing friends to combat, rather than their own actions.” 


“So this is really it, for you,” | said. “You’re not going to be able to 
work with Max anymore.” 


Homura hesitated. “No,” she said. “I don’t think | will.” 
“Then you'll be leaving.” 

“It seems that way.” 

| licked my lips. “I'll come.” 


“No.” She shook her head. “You’ve only seen a couple jumps. 
There’s so much more for you-” 


“| promised,” | said. “And | meant it.” 

“What about your family?” 

| froze up. My family was Emily, right? 

My family was my mom and dad and sister in another world entirely. 


Homura chuckled sadly. “I appreciate that you'll willing to keep your 
word, but you’re in too deep in your current identity. You’re not in any 
shape to make those sort of decisions.” 


“You're talking about it like I’m drunk or something.” 


“You're impaired, Cass,” she said firmly. “Il knew that when you 
offered. It’s... flattering, really, but even if you truly want to leave the 
‘chain, you have your own home to go back to.” She returned her 
Soul Gem to its ring form and pocketed the Clear Seed before 
standing up and moving towards the door. “Thank you for caring 
about me,” she said with a bow, then left me in my room, alone. 


Between the meeting at the shore, the meeting in the Warehouse, 
and my conversation with Homura, I'd lost track of time. When | 
emerged from the discarded door, | was surprised to find that the 
rain had stopped, and the clouds were already thinning to the point 
that you could see the sky between them. The sun was still over the 
horizon, but only barely; it would be dark soon. 


The shelters beneath the city had held. As I’d learn later, there were 
injuries and even deaths from panic when water had started seeping 
in to some of the bunkers nearer the Bay, but even in the shelter 
directly west of the boardwalk, one of the worst affected, it had never 
risen above knee-high on the lower level. Most of them were already 
open, disgorging shell-shocked people into the street; they moved in 
a daze, wandering about and staring at the blank slates where 
buildings had been just that morning. Some were crying. People 


made way for me as | walked aimlessly through the streets; partially 
out of fear, but more so out of respect. A few even thanked me for 
facing Leviathan. It was an... odd feeling, and | moved on quickly 
whenever it happened. 


Emergency lighting had been set up to guide people away from the 
shelters, since the streetlights weren’t going to work. Cell service 
was down across the entire city, probably because the power was 
out; the phone lines had been destroyed, as well. It would be a long, 
slow process to reunite people with their loved ones. If they were still 
alive; the shelters had held, but only time would tell how many 
people hadn't made it to safety. 


The mood changed as | headed west, though | wasn’t sure if that 
was due to the changing neighborhoods or the simple passage of 
time. Shock gave way to sorrow; people picked through the broken 
remnants of apartment buildings, looking for any piece of their 
previous lives they could find in the rubble. That was too familiar, too 
personal, and | had to avert my eyes as | walked past. 


Brockton Bay General Hospital stood tall. The lights were on, 
courtesy of the generators humming away in the lot outside. Building 
standards were higher in general in a world where superhumans 
were a known hazard, but hospitals were something else; BB 
General was one of the ones that had been built by people who had 
seen what Endbringers did to cities, and set out to make sure there 
would be somewhere to treat the survivors. It was damaged, 
because everything was damaged, but it was intact and serving its 
purpose. 


By the time | made it to Captain’s Hill, the damage looked less like a 
kaiju attack and more like a hurricane. The wind and rain had taken 
their toll, but the tidal waves had barely lapped at the base of the hill. 
There were a lot more capes around here than I’d seen up to now, 
since they the injured were still trickling out of the field hospital and 
their teammates were converging on the area to meet them. | didn’t 
see anyone | recognized, but a few of them recognized me and 
flagged me down to thank me for keeping them safe during the 


melee. | muttered something appropriately humble and didn’t 
mention that | couldn’t remember any of them. 


They did manage to slow me down enough for Myrddin to find me, 
pushing gently through the crowd with his staff. 


“Flux,” he called. “A word?” 


| wasn’t going to get out of this, but | also didn’t want to stand around 
answering questions in the middle of a crowd. “Walk with me?” | 
asked, nodding west towards the fading twilight. 


“If you wish.” 

Myrddin either agreed with or humored my desire for privacy, waiting 
until we were free of the crowds to speak. “I have to ask. Between 
you and I... was that really Maeve? | mean, really Maeve.” 


| took a look around to confirm that, yes, there was no one close 
enough to hear. “Yes,” | admitted. 


“I’m not as surprised as | should be, | think,” he said. “No parahuman 
could kill an Endbringer so... casually.” 


| didn’t reply. 

“She called me ‘the Dresden stand-in’,” Myrddin said. “I wasn’t 
expecting pop culture references from one of the Fae, but | suppose 
they are vain enough to read stories of their power, aren’t they?” 

“| suppose,” | allowed. 

“| actually styled myself after Dresden, you know,” he admitted. “| 
suddenly had access to magic-I know people argue that it’s not 
magic, that powers are just physical effects without any apparent 
causes, but that’s pretty much the definition of magic, isn’t it?” 


| hummed noncommittally. 


“Anyway, | grew up in Chicago, I’d just read the... it would have been 
the third book, | think, fresh from Aleph. | grabbed a trenchcoat and 
called myself Myrddin.” 


“Really?” | asked. 


“It’s true. Creeping around in a trenchcoat and mask wasn’t a great 
look for someone who wanted to be a hero, so when | finally signed 
onto a proper team, | ditched the Private Investigator get-up and 
doubled down on the wizard.” 


“Your choice, or the Protectorate’s?” | asked. 
“It was a compromise,” he said, “as such things are.” 


The conversation paused for a moment, before Myrddin got it back 
on track. “I have one last question,” he said. “Il am curious-again, 
between you and I, since no one else is likely to believe us anyway- 
what did you do to earn a favor like that?” 


“| found myself in her demesne, and she mistreated me, unaware 
that | had been invited in and thus had guest right at the time,” | 
explained truthfully. “She haggled me down from three favors to 
one... what was the word? One /abor.” 


Myrddin cocked his head at me. “In the ‘Heracles’ sense?” 
“Exactly.” 


“So when you said you didn’t think she’d help with the other 
Endbringers...” 


“... [meant ‘I don’t have any favors left’,” | finished. “Killing one 
Endbringer is already a Herculean task, so | don’t think she would 
have been happy if I'd asked her to kill a// of them.” 


He nodded slowly. 


“Well,” Myrddin said, “thank you for humoring my curiosity. | won’t be 
speaking to others of this-| get more than a few odd looks already. 
Your secrets are safe with me.” 


After a moment, he added, “And... thank you for spending the debt 
on a worthy task.” 


“You're welcome,” | said awkwardly. “I’m only sorry | didn’t do it 
sooner.” 


The wizard nodded, gripped his staff with both hands, and took off, 
heading back towards Captain’s Hill. | watched him go, then turned 
back to my walk, the city fading into suburbs around me. 
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Our house was far enough inland that it had escaped most of the 

destruction. The winds had torn a small hole in the roof, leading to 
some water damage in the master bedroom, but compared to the 

rest of the city, it was nothing: barely more damage than a normal 
storm would have done. 


| made a mental note to have it fixed, went into my room, and 
flopped onto my bed in full costume. By the time my head hit the 
pillow, | was already asleep. 
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| didn't dream. 
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There were twenty-eight missed calls on my civilian phone when | 
woke up. 


Oh, right, | still have a living parent. 


It was... not great that I’d managed to forget that. Then again, Mrs. 
Hudson was pretty much the definition of an absentee parent. She 


provided for us-extremely well, from a purely economic standpoint- 
but we only ever saw her on Christmas. 


| couldn’t remember when she’d gone from ‘Mom’ to ‘Mrs. Husdon’ in 
my head-and my phone-but it predated the start of the jump by at 
least a couple years, so | couldn’t even blame it on the weirdness of 
dropping into a family dynamic. 


This was not going to be fun. 


On the one hand, | really didn’t want to talk to her because | hada 
mom-Mrs. Rolins-who was twenty times the parent Mrs. Hudson 
could ever hope to be. 


On the other hand, | really didn’t want to talk to her because she was 
a stranger even to Kasey, a phantom who flickered through the 
family dynamic before disappearing to parts unknown for the other 
360-odd days of the year. 


| still had to do it. | owed her that much, at least. 


Mrs. Hudson picked up the phone almost immediately. “Hello?” she 
said, too loudly. 


| grimaced slightly, then said, “Hi, Mom.” 


“Kasey!” she yelled. “Oh my god, Kasey, are you okay? Are you 
hurt? Is Emily okay? What happened? Do you have enough food 
and water?” 


| winced at the barrage of questions. “Mom, Mom, slow down!” 
“I’m sorry, I’m just So worried-!” 


“| know, Mom.” | waited for her to tire herself out before | started 
trying to answer questions. “Emily and | are okay. We’re not hurt. 
Emily lost some friends, though, so she’s not really herself at the 
moment.” Technical truths. “The house was barely damaged. The 
power’s out, but we have enough canned food to last.” 


“Thank god. Oh god, Kasey, | was so worried. | should never have 
sent you off to Brockton Bay!” 


“You couldn’t know-” 


“It’s not just that! There was all that violence only a week ago! | 
should have called-god, | should have never let you out of my sight! | 
thought you’d be okay, with Emily looking after you, but | almost lost 
you again! | almost lost you both! Oh, what would your father think of 
me?” Mrs. Hudson sniffed a few times, then wailed, “I’m a terrible 
mother!” before breaking into sobs. 


Oh god. 


l’d seen her drink a lot-she was almost always drinking over the 
holidays-but | had never had to deal with her drunk. 


Until today, | guess. 


“Mom,” | said as soothingly as | could. “It’s okay. We’re okay. Not a 
scratch on us.” 


It’s not very effective... 


“| barely even saw you grow up,” she sobbed, “and now | almost lost 
you again! I'm sitting in the Seattle airport right now waiting for a 
flight to Boston-” 


She’s like this in public!? 
“We’re fine, Mom! You don’t need to come all the way out here!” 


She wasn't listening. “-the airport’s a mess, but | should be there 
tonight. I'll be there, Kasey. This time I'll be there!” She sniffed loudly, 
then carried on, “Il was an awful mother. | missed your first words, | 
missed your first steps, | missed your first day of school, | missed 
your first period-” 


“Oh my god, Mom!” | yelled, covering my face with my hands. 


“-| missed teaching you how to apply makeup, | missed teaching you 
how to drive, | didn’t even visit you after... after your father...” she 
broke down into incoherent sobbing for a few seconds, before 
launching right back into her rambling apology. 


“I’m so, So sorry, Kasey. I’m so sorry. I'll make it up to you, | promise. 
I'll get you out of the city tomorrow-” 


“Mom,” | interrupted. 


“-the house doesn’t matter, we can keep the property as a rental if it 
doesn’t sell. | can have you set up in Denver by June-” 


“Mom!” 


“-I’ll make sure to get you set up in a good school, this time, | 
promise-” 


“Mom!” | shouted. When | finally heard silence from the other end of 
the phone, | continued more calmly, “I don’t want to leave Brockton 
Bay.” 


“What?” 


“| don’t want to leave, Mom,” | said. “I have friends here. | don’t want 
to leave them behind.” 


“How many?” 


“What?” What the hell kind of question is that? Why would it matter 
how many friends | have? 


“How many houses do | need to buy?” 


| groaned. What a perfect fucking example of Maria Hudson problem 
solving: apply money to problem until no problem. 


Take parenting as an example. Problem: Mrs. Hudson isn’t around 
for her kids. 


Normal person solution: take some goddamn vacation days. 


Maria Hudson solution: hire not one, but two nannies, because more 
is better. 


She was still talking about house shopping. | sighed as | massaged 
the bridge of my nose in frustration. “Mom, please, please, please do 
not buy real estate while drunk.” 


“’m not drunk!” she lied. “I’ve only had... excuse me, how many 
glasses have | had?” 


There was a beat. 
“Okay, | may have had a bit to drink, but | am not drunk.” 
“Mom, | love you, but you are clearly drunk.” 


“Of course I’m drunk! | thought my babies were deeeeeaaaaad!” Her 
wail died off into more quiet sobbing. 


“Mom?” | asked. 


| stayed on the line for a while, just in case she pulled herself 
together, but it was for naught. There was only crying, and then the 
call clicked off. 
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| headed into the Warehouse to shower, since our house didn’t have 
running water, then went looking for Emily. She wasn’t answering her 
phone, and she needed to know that Mrs. Hudson was going to be in 
town. 


That was going to be one hell of an uncomfortable moment. She’d 
never really been ‘Mom’, and trying to make up for that now would 
be incredibly awkward even if the ’chain hadn’t made things even 

weirder. 


| found the Alcotts, instead. Somehow, Dinah had talked Max into not 
only letter her stay in the Warehouse until after Leviathan, but also to 
let her parents in, as well. The three of them were in the town 
square; Dinah was talking a mile a minute to her extremely dazed 
parents, pointing this way and that. She stopped abruptly when | 
stepped out of the palace, then grabbed her mom and dragged her 
in my direction. 


“This is Kasey!” Dinah announced. “She was the one who sent Zero 
to rescue me!” 


“Uh, nice to meet you?” Mrs. Alcott said uncertainly. Dinah gave her 
mother a disapproving glare. “Il mean, thank you very much,” she 
said. “I’m sorry, this is all a bit... much.” 


“| understand,” | said, holding up a hand to forestall any further 
apology. “I didn’t Know you were in here.” 


“I’m not sure where ‘here’ is,” she said. 


| looked at Dinah, who shrugged like it wasn’t her job to explain 
things to her guests. Although, come to think of it, | have no idea if 
anyone ever explained things to her, either. 


“We’re very grateful for your help,” Mr. Alcott said. “You, and 
everyone else here.” 


“I’m not the one you should be thanking,” | said. “I, uh, don’t know 
where he is, to be honest.” 


“He’ll be back soon,” Dinah said. “We’re just waiting for him, then 
we'll be leaving.” She walked over to me and threw her hands up, 
and | obligingly picked her up held her against my waist. 


“ll still help,” she whispered, “but | want to be with my mom and dad 
now, okay?” 


“Of course,” | whispered back. “You can help just fine over the phone 
if anything comes up.” She grinned and squirmed out of my grip, 
running back over to her parents. We said goodbye, and | headed off 
to Emily’s ‘house’. 


Emily’s home door was in a large apartment building at the edge of 
the town. Given the extra-spatial nature of the Warehouse in 
general-and the town’s ability to expand specifically-there was no 
real reason to have the door leading to ones living space in an 
apartment building versus a normal building. Space wasn’t an issue 
when new buildings would just appear whenever they were needed. 


Of course, it was equally true that there was no reason to have your 
door on its own building, or even on a building at all. The interior 
could be as large or as small as you wanted regardless of what the 
door was or wasn’t connected to, and packing the doors closer 
together was more convenient if you were the social type. 


Emily was not the ‘social type’, but the choice made a bit more sense 
once she let me inside. The space appeared to be a copy of her 
home from her own universe, as little sense as it made. | ignored the 
various oddities and sat down on the circular couch, and she did the 
same across from me. 


Neither of us spoke. The giant pendulum ticked ever onward in the 
silence. 


“Mom left like thirty voicemails on my phone,” | said. 
Emily raised an eyebrow. 


“She said she was coming here tonight,” | said. “Flying into Boston 
and driving up.” 


“Don’t get your hopes up.” 


“Huh?” 


“It's Mom,” Emily said. “She’s probably going to find a reason to 
cancel at the last minute.” 


“You really think she’d do that after an Endbringer attack?” 

“She didn’t visit you after the flood,” she pointed out. “She called me 
and told me to get you. She never showed up to our birthdays, no 
matter how many times she promised that she’d be there next year.” 
Oh, right, that was what had cost her the title of ‘Mom’. “| don’t think 
she’s going to suddenly turn around and be part of our lives now, of 
all times.” 

| frowned. “That’s kinda depressing.” 

“To be honest, she’s the kind of family | /ike having,” Emily said. “You 
know, someone who just sort of exists on the sidelines, answering 
the question of ‘but where are your parents?’ without having any 
impact.” 

“Sounds like Taylor’s dad,” | grumbled. 

“Exactly. That’s why | don’t expect her to actually show up.” 

“Well, | figured | should warn you. You know, just in case she does.” 
“Thanks.” 

We sat there. 

In silence. 

Except for that damn pendulum. 

“| ran into Dinah’s parents on the way over here,” | said. 


Emily nodded. 


“| guess Max let them hide in the Warehouse during the Endbringer 
fight.” 


Emily nodded. 


| sighed. Conversation wasn't in the cards today, so I'd just have to 
try again later. 


“You know, if you need to talk about anything, I’m always here, 
right?” 


“| Know,” she said. “Thanks.” 


“Good.” The offer was all | could do. “Well, I’m going to go see how 
bad the damage is, and what we’re going to do about it.” | got up and 
headed to the door. “I'll see you later, right?” 


“Of course. See you, Kasey.” 


Emily was right, in the end: Mrs. Hudson sent me a text six hours 
later to apologize for not being able to fly out to the east coast this 
weekend. | didn’t call her on her lie that she’d be here next week, 
and-Christmas cards aside-didn’t hear from her again for years. 
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Chapter 42: Plan 








Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan, guardians of grammar and goodness. 


Chapter 42: Plan 


There was truly no rest for the wicked: less than twelve hours after 
Leviathan’s death, the Undersiders and Travelers assembled in 
Coil’s base to plot our takeover of the city. We only got that longa 
break because Regent and Bitch had to return to the Bay. 


| picked up Skitter from her spot in one of the tent cities-those FEMA 
trailers brought up bad memories-and then headed straight to the 
base. ‘Tattletale’ directed us to the conference room, where Coil had 
set up a projector for the briefing, currently showing the classic 
bouncing-corporate-logo screensaver. Coil herself was currently 
fussing with a laptop, probably making sure the slide-show would 
work properly. 


The Travelers were already there-including Noelle, who was now 
going by ‘Splinter’. Max had pointed Scion at her, and he’d somehow 
managed to undo whatever the hell her half-formed shard had done 
to her. | had no idea what her power was, now, but it clearly wasn't 
broken anymore. 


| could tell just by looking at them that her recovery had altered the 
group dynamic. She was at the center of the hushed conversation, 
the one the others looked to whenever she spoke. The fact that she 
was a head taller than anyone else in the group only made her stand 
out more. 


“Hey, guys!” | called as we entered. The group spread out slightly as 
they noticed us, which gave me a better look at Splinter. She was in 
another red and black costume, a loose-fitting black robe with a 


weird plastic-looking hauberk with red accents over the top anda 
mask that covered her upper face. 


“Flux!” Trickster called. “Good to see you!” 


“You as well!” | replied, shaking his hand. “Glad to see you all came 
through all right.” 


“We lived,” Perdition said with a shrug. 


Sundancer shivered. “I never, ever want to see another Endbringer 
as long as | live,” she said. 


“No one does,” Splinter agreed. She turned to us and said, “1 
understand you flipped when the new bitch killed Coil.” 


“Yeah,” Skitter said. “We did.” 

“And you’re going through with her plan?” 

“You’re not?” Tattletale asked. 

“Why should we?” Splinter asked back. 

“It was part of the deal we worked out-” Trickster chimed in. 


“With Coil,” Splinter interrupted, “with the agreement that he would 
work on curing my condition.” 


“It looks pretty cured to me,” Skitter said. 


“Yes, because Scion flew straight into the base and zapped me,” 
Splinter snapped. “She and whoever she’s working for didn’t do 
anything, and she’s not the one we made the deal with, anyway.” 


Max wasn’t willing to show his hand on the whole ‘Scion as an 
errand boy’ thing to anyone outside the ’chain-including Lauren-until 
Cauldron was dealt with once and for all. We weren’t going to be 
getting any credit for sending him her way. 


“So what are you planning, then?” | asked. 

“Leaving,” she said. “We've got no reason to stay in a ruined city.” 
“So that’s it?” Tattletale asked. “You're just going to bail on us?” 
“What do you mean, ‘us’? We aren’t a team.” 


“| guess we aren't, then,” Tattletale said, and ushered us off to the 
Opposite corner of the small room. 


“What’s her problem?” Skitter asked quietly. 


“She doesn't like Coil,” Tattletale explained. “She was desperate 
enough that she threw her trust into Calvert, and the other Travelers 
didn’t tell her about the conspiracy going on at the time. The whole 
overthrow was a nasty surprise that she’s still unhappy about.” 


“So what are they going to do?” 


“They’re still arguing about it. Splinter wants to leave, but they don’t 
have anywhere to go, so she’s stuck between her irrational desire to 
GTFO and the rational consideration that no one is going to offer 
anything even close to what Coil’s willing to give them.” 


“Fun,” | grumbled. 


“It’s not our problem,” Skitter said. “Coil will handle it, or she’ll send 
them packing and find help elsewhere.” 


“Can you hear what they’re saying?” 


“Not very well, but enough to know they’re rehashing arguments for 
the fifth or sixth time. It’s not our problem anyway.” 


| glanced at Tattletale. Are we sure they’re not still under Simurgh 
influence? 


«Quite sure. Max hit her a dozen times with his ‘remove all ongoing 
mental influences’ effect.» 


Oh, right, that’s a thing. 


«Indeed.» Tattletale’s amusement came through loud and clear. «| 
checked them when we first caught up to them in Boston, just to be 
safe, so | can confirm they’re clean.» 


«Are you guys doing some sort of telepathy thing?» Skitter’s voice 
popped into my head. 


«Yes,» Tattletale thought. «l’m forwarding your thoughts to Flux, as 
well.» 


Hi Skitter! | thought. 

«Oh god, this is weird. | regret trying to join in.» 
It’s not that bad. 

«| wasn’t trying to broadcast that!» 

«Sorry!» 


Regent arrived only a few minutes later, and immediately headed 
over to us. “Hey,” he said. “You’re still alive.” 


“Hey,” Skitter said. “You're still an ass.” 

“You know it,” he said with a wink. “Sup, Tales?” 
“Waiting for the others,” Tattletale said. 

“Tales?” | asked. 

“Well, she’s not Tats,” he said. “Who’s the beanstalk?” 


“Splinter. She’s the Traveler’s leader now.” 


Regent glanced over at the other group again. “She’s the one who 
was sick? What’s her power?” 


“Cloning, judging from the name,” | said. 


“No,” Tattletale said, “the name is misdirection. She’s got two modes, 
both striker effects. She can copy the appearance and powers of 
someone on touch, which she keeps until she releases them. Or, she 
can ‘jump into’ someone and control their body with a hefty brute 
upgrade and boosted powers.” 


“So... master/brute/stranger/striker/trump?” | asked. “That’s a messy 
power.” 


She shrugged. “It crosses a lot of categories, but it’s not that off the 
wall, as far as powers go.” 


“Sounds like a nightmare to fight, though,” Skitter said. 


“Eh,” Regent said with a shrug. “As long as you can keep her from 
touching you, you’re fine, right?” 


“Fight was the wrong word,” she said. “She’s hard to work against. 
She’s hard to keep track of, can imitate people, and can hitch a ride 
through security in someone else’s body.” 

“The PRT has contingencies for that kind of thing,” Tattletale said. 


“Master/Stranger Protocols,” | agreed. 


“And Tales could always tell,” Regent added. “I wonder if | could tell 
her apart from her copied cape with my power.” 


“You mean by ‘feel’?” Skitter asked. 


“Yeah. I’ve been using your hands for a while, right? At this point, | 
could touch type with them, as long as you kept your arms steady.” 
Regent held up a hand and wiggled his fingers for emphasis. “If she 
copies you, and | can’t move her fingers, I’d know it wasn’t you.” 


“| wonder if it works the other way,” she said. “If you had someone’s 
entire body, and she tried to ‘jump in’, you could just grab control, 
maybe even keep her stuck in there until we had a way to deal with 
her.” 


Regent looked at me. “I didn’t say anything, dude,” | told him. “It’s not 
that hard to figure you out once you start showing off.” 


“Plus, Hijack was known as one of Heartbreaker’s kids, and he has a 
file on the wiki,” Skitter added. 


Regent flinched. 


“Is that how you keep track of Tats and Tales?” | asked, moving us 
off a sore subject. 


“Yeah, exactly,” he said. “Well, mostly. Even if | couldn’t recognize 
Tats, Tales is immune to my powers. Standard master/master stuff, | 
bet.” 

“Master/master stuff?” Skitter asked. 

“You know, the kind of shit you were just talking about. Having one 
master override another.” He glanced over at Splinter, then back at 
Skitter. “We literally just met her, and you were already thinking of 
how to take her out?” 


“She doesn't want to be an ally,” she said. “Maybe she changes her 
mind. Maybe she doesn’t. Just... brainstorming.” 


Tattletale nodded. “Be polite. Be efficient. Have a plan to kill 
everyone you meet.” 


Team Fortress 2? Really? 
«It’s not like you weren’t thinking the same thing.» 


Regent prodded me. “Say, Flux, how come you’re immune to my 
shit?” 


“l’m immune?” | asked. “I could swear you messed with me before.” 
“Yeah, | did. Once. Now | can’t.” 

“| have no idea,” | lied. | was a little worried that, given the whole 
‘Toon physics’ thing, the answer was something like ‘I’m not immune 
if it would be funny.’ 


That was a weakness | very much did not want revealed. 


Grue came in next. He stopped short of joining our group, standing 
just far enough off to the side that he was clearly separate. 


“Grue?” | asked. 
“Flux,” he said brusquely, folding his arms. 
| exchanged a glance with Tattletale. “He’s mad,” she said. 


“Thanks,” Regent said sarcastically. He headed over to talk to Grue, 
leaving us girls alone. 


“Is this about the Shadow Stalker thing?” Skitter asked. 


“That’s a large part of it,” Tattletale said, “but it’s also that he’s 
frustrated with the group dynamics. He’s the leader, in theory, but 
he’s had less and less control over the last month. Coil’s running the 
team a lot more directly than Calvert did... and he’s upset about you 
going behind his back to heal him.” 


“Maybe | deserve that,” | grumbled. “It was for his own damn good, 
but it was still...” 


“Underhanded?” Skitter prompted. 
“No, more...” | floundered for a moment. “Disrespectful. | ignored his 


wishes. Kinda hypocritical, too, considering...” | trailed off and 
shrugged. 


| didn’t have more time to dwell on it, because Bitch arrived, and the 
meeting started. 


“All right, everyone,” Coil called. “We’re all here. Let’s start with the 
battle.” She clicked a wireless dongle and the projector woke up, 
displaying an aerial view of the Bay from before the fight. 


“This was one of the shortest battles Leviathan has ever fought,” she 
began, “but the damage to the city was intense. The waves grew in 
strength significantly faster than in past engagements, and Leviathan 
appeared to prioritize infrastructure damage over killing capes. 


“His route through the city was deliberate.” She clicked the button to 
advance the slide, and a scribbled line through the city appeared, 
with several points circled. “He was targeting power lines, electrical 
substations, and water mains, maximizing long-term damage in the 
event he was driven off before sinking the city. It’s going to take up to 
a month to even begin restoring water and power to the city, and 
maybe three or four to finish. 


“The roads were heavily damaged, as well.” The next slide showed 
the city from a similar angle, though the picture was recent; the 
damage from the battle was clearly visible. “There are sinkholes 
everywhere, and a lot of rubble that will need to be cleared before 
vehicle traffic is restored.” The next click superimposed a map of the 
city streets over the picture. More than half the streets were colored 
red to mark them as impassable. 


“There’s already been reports of looting and rioting downtown. FEMA 
have set up refugee camps-” more marks appeared on the map, “- 
but they’re already over capacity by a factor of two. The low civilian 
death toll is going to become a disaster of its own very quickly. 


“That’s where we come in. Our goal is to provide enough emergency 
supplies to allow people to weather the worst of the government’s 
failings, and use the goodwill we attract there to embed ourselves so 
deeply that the Protectorate has no chance of getting rid of us 
without a public relations disaster.” 


Splinter decided to start being difficult almost immediately. “If you 
actually want to help people, why aren’t you working with the 
Protectorate?” 


Coil didn’t hesitate. “The Protectorate are ineffective at best. They 
aren't willing to go to war to deal with the gangs-the incident with the 
Teeth made that clear. Simply put, we can’t get rid of the Empire and 
ABB while keeping our hands clean, so we're not going to try.” 


“You really think you can handle the Empire and the ABB?” 


“They'll be fighting each other as much as they are us.” Coil waited 
to see if Splinter would interrupt again, then continued, “The basic 
plan is to divide the city into territories, with one of us in nominal 
control of each area. How we divide the city depends on how the 
Travelers want to contribute. Do you want your own individual 
territories, or would-” 


“We don’t want to be part of this at all,” Splinter interrupted. “We’re 
only here because you wouldn't let us leave!” 


“Do you have somewhere else to be?” Coil shot back. “If you break 
the deal now, you’re not going to be welcome in many places, | 
assure you.” 


“We don't have a deal!” 


“Your teammates bargained with me on your behalf, and | treated 
them in good faith. You can argue all you want, but | expect their 
debts to be paid, at minimum.” 


Splinter seethed in silence. 


| frowned. Do we really want to keep them here against their will? 
They'll end up fighting us. 


«This is just keeping them at the bargaining table,» Tattletale sent. 
«Splinter will make some concessions and leave, or she'll get over 


her attitude and cooperate, but at least she’ll keep talking to us while 
we work it out.» 


“Think about it carefully,” Coil continued. “You have the opportunity to 
get in on the ground floor of a new type of organization, one that will 
make you richer-and safer-than anything you'll find elsewhere. Or 
you can run off into the wilderness with a reputation for breaking 
your word. | hope it’s not a hard call.” 


“Call it what you want,” Splinter said, “it’s still extortion. A leonine 
contract. We were desperate.” 


“And | provided,” Coil shot back. 


“You didn’t do shit!” Splinter snapped. “You locked me in a damn 
vault until a miracle happened. You call that help?” 


“The vault was constructed to your teammates specifications-” 
“By Coil, not you! All you’ve done is threaten and imprison us!” 


“Reminding you that your actions have consequences is not a 
threat!” Coil growled. “And you are not imprisoned!” 


“Then we’re leaving,” Splinter said. 
“Wait, hold on,” Trickster said. “What about your offer?” 


“Offer?” Splinter asked, looking around at her team. “What offer?” 
The other Travelers seemed equally confused. 


“Oh, right,” he muttered. “I didn’t mention that, did |?” 
“Goddamn it, Trickster,” Perdition muttered. “What did you do?” 


“Everyone calm down,” Sundancer cut in, raising her hands to quell 
the murmur of discontent. 


“Nothing! It’s just, uh, something came up in discussion, and | didn’t 
want to mention it in case it was a pipe dream-” 


“| offered to find a way to get you home,” Coil said. 
The Travelers all shut up. 
Sundancer was the first to speak. “Can you really-” 


“Bullshit,” Splinter said, cutting her off. “Il don’t care what kind of 
backing you have, you don’t have the means for something like that.” 


Coil folded her arms. “You don’t know that until | try.” 


“Bullshit,” Splinter repeated. She turned to her team and said, “We. 

Are. Leaving.” Coil scowled, but didn’t protest as the Travelers filed 

out of the meeting room. Trickster at least had the decently to shoot 
me a sheepish look on his way out. 


“Right,” Coil said once the door had shut. “That didn’t go as well as 
l’d hoped.” She clicked the slide-show to the next slide, showing 
another map of the city divided into six sections. “Our ‘end goal’ is to 
control the entire city like a fiefdom. It’s too much territory to manage 
from a single, central location, so we'll each be taking a ‘quarter’, 
metaphorically speaking. Ignore the markings-I expected the 
Travelers to take an area or two, but we can make do without them.” 


The wireless device she was using to control the slideshow also had 
a laser pointer in it, which she used to circle areas on the map as 
she spoke. “Flux is on good terms with Faultline, so she'll be 
handling the area around the Palanquin, Boat Graveyard, and 
Trainyards. You'll be sharing space with Bitch, since the Trainyards 
are a good space for her dogs and she doesn’t want territory of her 
own.” 


Bitch grunted. “We're still taking out the dog-fighting rings, right?” 


“We are,” | agreed. She leaned against the wall and folded her arms- 
about as relaxed as I’ve ever seen her in the presence of other 
people. 


Coil continued the assignments. “Skitter will be taking the Boardwalk 
and surrounding areas, stretching down into the north side of 
Downtown: it’s likely to see the most attention in the short term due 
to its desirability and border with ABB territory, and she’s the best 
equipped to handle that. She’s the only one of us with a good match- 
up against Shinigami. Regent gets the south shoreline, Grue the 
Docks, and Tattletale the core of Downtown-” 


“You mean you Tattletale, or Tales Tattletale?” Regent asked. 


“Both,” Coil said. “I'll be based there when I’m not running Coil’s 
things.” 


“I'll be on standby there, as well,” Tattletale said. “No offense to our 
host, but she’s not an offensive powerhouse.” 


“Thanks,” Coil grumbled. “Are there any objections to the plan?” 
“Who decided the territories?” Grue asked. 

“| did,” Coil said. “Is there a problem?” 

“You put me right in between the Empire and ABB.” 


“Is that an issue?” she asked. “I don’t think they're going to care too 
much about your skin color when you’re fighting for territory anyway.” 


“And my family?” 


“Are they coming back?” Coil asked. “I’m happy to keep them 
boarded in Concord indefinitely.” 


“You really think either of them are going to be happy with that?” 


“That’s a ‘yes’, then,” she said. “The gangs are going to bea 
temporary problem anyway. Which leads directly to the next order of 
business: what we do about the current... residents. 


“The Empire have numbers: they lost a couple capes, but they’re still 
the largest group in the city. The ABB have power, with two near-S- 
tier capes under the same roof. The Protectorate are the smallest 
problem, at the moment. They'll be too busy dealing with the civilians 
to do much more than a cursory showing at any fights that break out. 
Still, we should make sure that when fights do break out, we’re not 
standing around afterward.” 


“Can Flux just beat Lung into a pulp again?” Regent asked. 


“Maybe,” | said. “Lung might be the easiest to deal with, ironically, 
given how much he hates me. If | issue a challenge, he’ll show up 
just for the chance to crush me.” 


“You’re assuming neither Shinigami or Seki show up to ruin your 
day,” Coil said. 


“Yeah,” | admitted, “I can’t take all of them, but Lung alone is 
predictable enough to exploit. The Empire aren’t going to be that 
stupid.” 


“The identity thing makes dealing with them trickier,” Tattletale 
added. “They’re going to be better hidden to begin with, and we can’t 
risk coming across as using that information without inviting some 
nasty reprisal.” 


“Even though it’s out in the public eye?” Skitter asked. 


“Even then. Targeting capes’ civilian lives is a breach of etiquette no 
matter how you come by the information.” 


“So we can't just find them,” | said, “we have to find them in costume 
or it doesn’t count.” 


“More or less,” Coil agreed. “Flux, you have an idea?” 


| nodded and pitched the plan I’d come with in the few hours I'd had 
to work on it. “We go aggressive on visibility. Put pressure on them 
deniably by tagging the surrounding areas and generally being seen. 
We can't attack their civilian identities directly, but we can show up 
where they are, crack down on their goons, and generally make 
them miserable.” | glanced at Coil. “Plus, we can use the identities of 
the unpowered lieutenants, right?” 


“It’s a gray area,” she said. “It won’t get us in trouble, but it won’t win 
us many friends, either. Especially if we get our hands dirty.” 


“| wasn't planning to assassinate them,” | protested. When it came to 
unpowered mooks, | absolutely had the power to take them in alive, 
and even relatively unharmed provided they didn’t hurt themselves in 
the struggle. 


“Why not make them come to us?” Skitter asked. 
“How?” Regent asked. 


“We have the supplies.” Skitter turned to Tattletale. “Coil said we 
shouldn’t be standing around afterward, but you've got connections 
to GUARD. If we stick to disaster relief and aid work, the Empire will 
come calling to snatch our supplies. We put them down, then let 
GUARD deal with the aftermath.” 


“You want to rely on the heroes?” Grue asked. 


“It's more or less what we did with the Teeth, except we’re on 
defense this time.” 


“You really think they'll let us go?” 


“They let me go once already,” Skitter said. “With thanks and 
parahuman healing, even.” 


“Parahuman healing,” he grumbled. “You get Flux’s sister to patch 
you up?” 


“Panacea, actually. | think someone brow-beat her into helping out.” 
“Getting off topic,” Tattletale said. 


“No, this is on topic,” Skitter argued. “The point is that the heroes 
have already shown that they’re willing to make exceptions when 
villains are providing aid.” 


“They made an exception,” Grue argued. “We can’t be sure they'll 
keep making them.” 


“We can, because we have GUARD on our side,” she said. “Right, 
‘Tales’?” 


Tattletale grumbled, “Yes, we have an in with GUARD.” 


“Letting the Empire come to us gives us the...” Skitter trailed off, 
then glanced at Tattletale again. 


“The PR high ground,” Tattletale said. 


“Thanks. So: One, we'd have the PR high ground. People would be 
rooting for us, and that matters. Two, the plan lets us fortify areas 
rather than having to venture out into enemy territory. Three, we’d be 
able to focus on providing aid, which would give us local support. 
Four, any capes we manage to subdue would become the 
Protectorate’s problem. And five, it would give us a natural path to 
expansion by giving us a claim on the entire city. Our territories are 
where we provide aid, so us taking the city would become a ‘moral 
good’, or at least something we can call ‘good’ if people start 
complaining.” 


When she put it like that, it was obvious that Skitter’s plan was way 
better than mine. 


Gure wasn’t convinced yet. “Even if GUARD can convince the 
Protectorate to play nice, your plan means we're on defense. They 
get to pick the battles.” 


“We’re on defense, but we’re dug in, rather than wandering around 
inviting attack.” 


“Plus, we have three of the most broken thinkers on the planet,” | 
argued. “We'll see them coming.” 


Grue shook his head. “Tattletale’s not that good-” 
“| meant Augur.” 

“| know. Augur, Tattletale, and ‘Tattletale’.” 

“No, Augur, ‘Tattletale’, and Skitter.” 

“What?” Skitter asked. 


“Long, medium, and short range,” | said. “Augur can give us the odds 
of an attack landing on any given day, Tales can pick their brains for 
the specific plan, and Skitter can sense the moment they actually 
arrive.” 


“Are you just gonna take that?” Regent asked Coil. 


“Seriously,” Coil said. “Skitter’s high tier, but calling her a better 
thinker than me is a bit much.” 


“Sorry,” | said. “I meant, you’re not really ‘on’ the team when you're 
running Coil’s organization, right? We’ve got Tales instead.” 


“I’m not going to be Coil full-time,” she said. “I’m still on the team. 
Tales just subs in sometimes.” 


“lam really starting to dislike that nickname,” Tattletale complained. 
“Makes me think of the Sonic character.” 


“| could call you ‘Tits’ instead,” Regent suggested, then slapped 
himself. “Huh, so that’s what that feels like.” 


“Where is Augur, anyway?” Skitter asked. 

“With her family,” | said. “She wants to help, but she also wants to 
stay off of everyone’s radar. She’s probably not going to show up in 
person again unless it’s an emergency.” 

“| don’t like this,” Grue said. 


“It plays to our strengths,” Tattletale argued. 


“Our?” he repeated. “Did you join the team while no one was 
looking?” 


“| mean, yes?” she said. “That’s my job.” 

“Do have any suggestions?” | asked him. 

“Do you care?” he asked. 

Coil pinched the nose of her mask. “Look, | know you're not thrilled 
about how things are going, but we’re still a team. If you have 
something to say, we'll listen.” 


Grue shook his head. 


“Grue,” Tattletale said, “you need to talk it out, or it’s not going to 
change.” 


“Fine, then,” he grumbled, pulling his helmet off. “Let’s talk. Are we 
even the Undersiders anymore?” 


“What’d’ya mean?” Regent asked. 
“| mean, look, it was us four, right? You, me, Tats, and Bitch. We’re 


the Undersiders, a scrappy underdog team that pulls off jobs quickly 
and cleanly. Not... this,” he said, waving at the underground base. 


“This isn’t us. | don’t even recognize us anymore! It’s like one day 
we're just four kids fucking with the gangs for quick money, and the 
next we’re brawling with the Protectorate and fighting an all-out war 
that nearly kills half our team, and now you want to take an entire 
city right under the nose of the Protectorate themselves with the help 
of a shadowy organization who has the fucking Simurgh Junior on 
staff!” 


“| resent that comparison,” Tattletale growled, “and would greatly 
appreciate you retracting it.” 


“Tough,” Brian said. “My point is, the team | was picked to lead is 
gone. We’re the minority, now, even without the Travelers, because 
we’ve got ‘Tales’, Augur, Flux, Skitter, and whoever-the-fuck Flux’s 
sister is.” 


“Are you saying I’m not part of the team?” Skitter asked, clearly 
insulted. 


“You've only been here for a month. This is about the time you 
should be getting ‘full member’ status, not calling the shots!” 


“That’s-” 


“Not to mention that you’re best buddies with Shadow Stalker now, 
for some fucking reason-” 


“What?” Bitch snapped, tensing up again. 

“That’s my business,” Skitter said. 

“She fucking shot me!” he shouted. 

“And | almost killed her,” Skitter said. “She’s not-” 

“She looks pretty good for someone who's almost dead,” Brian 


snapped. “You had GUARD-or whoever’s running the show-heal her 
too, didn’t you?” 


“| did,” she confirmed. “What of it?” 


“You didn’t feel the need to mention this to anyone? What gives you 
the right-” 


“To judge her?” Skitter asked. “Besides the fact that it was my fault 
she was bedridden in the first place? She caused my trigger. 
Personally. She shoved me into a locker full of months-old garbage 
and left me there until | snapped! So don’t think you’re the only one 
of us she’s fucked over!” 


Brian blinked as surprise displaced anger. He glanced at Coil, then 
at Tattletale, waiting for one of them to step in. Neither did. 


“And you fucking healed her?” he asked in disbelief. 
“Yes,” Skitter said. “I did.” 
“Without mentioning this to anyone else.” 


“This was between Stalker and me,” she said. “That’s your problem, 
isn’t it? You’re upset that you’re not in charge anymore.” 


“It's not about whether or not I’m in charge!” 
“Then what is it?” 


“It's about what the team is,” he said. “If you approached me and 
said, ‘Hey, Brian, | think Tattletale would be a better leader,’ I'd... 
okay, I’d probably be insulted, but we’d put it to a vote, or something. 
At least I'd be following someone | knew.” 


“You aren't?” Coil asked. 


“Am |? You’ve got a nice base, ‘Coil’, but | don’t believe for a second 
that you're actually leading this operation.” Brian shook his head 
again, running a hand over his cornrows. “But it’s not about 
leadership. It’s the fact that we had a hostile takeover and no one 
else even noticed!” 


“Hostile?” | asked. 


“Hostile!” he repeated. “We brought you in because you helped us 
out, and you used that position to push us out of our own team!” 


“No one’s been pushed out of anything,” Coil said. “You agreed to 
the plan when | put it to a vote.” 


“Because | didn’t realize | was voting the team away!” 

“The team is still there,” Tattletale said. 

“I’m not stuffing the team full of strange capes or anything,” Coil 
agreed. “Augur, ‘Tales’, and anyone else | bring in are linked to Coil, 
not you. You’re free to take the team elsewhere.” 

Brian scowled. He knew exactly how well that would go. 

Coil sighed and took off her own mask. “Look, Brian,” Lisa said, “I’m 
sorry if | fucked up this transition of power, or whatever you want to 
call it, but we can work this out, right?” 

“| don’t know,” he said, massaging his forehead with the hand not 
holding his helmet. “This is all fucked. Even if we’re all here, things 
are never going to be the same.” 

“That’s just how life is,” Skitter said. 


“Especially with the Endbringers,” | added. “The city survived, but it 
can’t just go back to the way it was like nothing happened.” 


“But we could go back to the way things were,” Lisa said. “I could 
give up Coil’s position to Tales and move back in with you. We could 
keep doing petty crime.” 


“Why would we, though?” Regent asked. “Are you really going to 
give up all this just for Brian’s ego?” 


“It's not my ego!” Brian snapped. 


“| don’t want to,” Lisa said, “but I’d be lying if | claimed | couldn't.” 


Brian was fidgeting with his helmet, not looking at the rest of us. 
“It’s... I’m nervous, okay?” he said. “Rep is one thing, but we’re 
painting a target on ourselves and daring all comers to try their luck. 
We barely came out of our last ‘campaign’ intact.” 


“We've got support now, though,” Skitter said. 


“You say that, but | don’t trust it. | don’t like being out of the loop. It’s 
not that | want to be in charge, it’s that | want to feel like a teammate 
at all. We deal with this ‘mysterious backer’ for ages, and then you 
kill him and set Lisa up in his place without saying a word to anyone 
about it.” 


“I’m sorry,” | said. “Maybe we should have brought you guys in on 
this earlier...” 


“But the kindness wasn’t worth the risk,” Lisa finished for me. 
“Calvert was a control freak with half a dozen personality disorders. 
He had bugs in the loft, taps on our phones, hell, he even snuck a 
couple bugs into your apartment and Skitter’s house.” 


“What?” Skitter asked. “What the fuck.” 


“Exactly. Look, I’m sorry you got blindsided, but operational security 
is a thing.” 


“And the fact that you got to unmask dramatically didn’t affect your 
decision at all?” Brian asked. 


Lisa pouted. “I just wanted to have some fun with what | had, okay? 
It’s not like | was sitting on the secret all week; we axed Calvert the 
night after the Empire clusterfuck.” 
“Just the weekend, then,” he said. 


“Hey, it was a pretty good prank,” Regent said. 


“| had fun,” Tattletale added. 


Brian rolled his eyes, then asked Lisa, “Was the whole you-and-Flux- 
not-speaking thing all just a ruse for Calvert, then?” 


Lisa shook her head. “No, that was me learning just how much 
firepower Flux had pointed at him.” 


“Me?” Tattletale asked. 
“And Akemi. My shard flipped the fuck out when it saw her.” 
“Entropy reversion,” | added. 


“Blah blah, technobabble, blah blah,” Regent said. “We’re good now, 
right?” 


“Getting there,” Brian admitted. 


“| owe you an apology,” | said. “Probably several apologies, but to 
start, I’m sorry | had you healed after you refused.” 


He looked surprised. “Thanks,” he said. “I know it probably seems 
stupid to be angry about being healed, but...” He shrugged. 


“But | ignored your wishes right after giving you a lecture on letting 
people make their own choices,” | said. “I was a hypocrite.” 


“Yeah, a bit.” Brian glanced down as his working ankle. “Then again, 
if it's hypocritical of you to do that after lecturing me, it’s hypocritical 
of me to be angry about it after needing the lecture.” 

“Maybe.” 

“What was that about Shadow Stalker?” Bitch asked. 


“What?” Lisa asked. 


“Shadow Stalker.” Bitch stood up and walked up to Skitter, stepping 
well into her personal space. “You’re friends with the enemy now?” 


“We’re not enemies anymore,” Skitter said. 
“Sounds like he is,” Bitch said, jerking her head in Brian’s direction. 


“Yeah,” Skitter said. “But she and | are good, now, and she’s not 
going to be going after him, either.” 


“How do you know?” 


“| beat her, and she knows it,” Skitter said. “She knows how things 
are gonna go, now. You don’t keep punishing someone for a mistake 
they stopped making, do you?” 


“You do if they’re human,” Bitch muttered, but she backed down and 
went back to leaning against the wall. 


Tattletale clapped her hands together. “Well, if that’s all, this meeting 
is adjourned.” 
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“Flux,” Bitch called as we made our way out. 

“Yeah?” 

| stopped and moved to the side of the hallway as Bitch caught up 
and pulled her mask off. “Got some questions,” she said, locking 
eyes with me. 

“ASk away.” 

“Tattletale. Not Lisa, the other one.” 


“Tales?” 


“Whatever. She’s psychic?” 


“Yeah...?” 

“Can she read my thoughts?” Rachel asked. 

“She can, but she doesn’t-” 

“But she could.” 

“Yes, she could,” | admitted. 

“Can she put in thoughts?” 

“Yes, she can,” | said cautiously. “Do you not trust her?” 

“| don’t know,” Rachel said. “Do you?” 

“| do.” 

“You'd help fuck her over if she crossed us, right?” 

She won't wasn’t the answer Rachel was looking for. “Yeah, if she 
hurt us, I’d be the first one to step up, but | trust her enough that | 
don’t worry about that happening. Why?” 

She broke eye contact and walked a few paces away to stare at the 
wall, before turning back around and approaching me again. “You 
said you don’t like dogs ‘cause you don’t know what they were 
thinking, right?” 

That was a bit of a non-sequitur. “Yeah?” 


“| don’t like people ‘cause | don’t know what they’re thinking,” she 
said. 


“Makes sense to me,” | said neutrally. 


Rachel broke eye contact again to look down the empty hallway in 
the direction the other Undersiders-including ‘Tales’-had gone. “Do 


you think she can help with that?” she asked. “Put the right ideas in 
my head, or whatever?” 


“Would you want that?” 


“Why not?” she snapped, meeting my eyes with a glare. “You think | 
like not understanding people? Not knowing whether they’re lying or 
not?” 


“N-” My first instinct was to deny it, but Rachel wouldn’t want 
politeness to trump honesty. “Uh, yes, actually, | thought you liked 
how things were.” 


“Stupid,” she said. “Il make do. | don’t like having to puzzle out what 
the fuck you people mean whenever you say something.” 


“Well, then, uh, yes, | think she could help.” 

“And if she fucks with me, you'll help me get payback.” 

“Only if she can’t make it right some other way,” | said. “If she 
intends to fuck with you, I'll be on the warpath too, but you might not 


like everything she does.” 


Rachel scowled at me as she tried to gauge my sincerity. Whatever 
she saw apparently satisfied her. 


“Good enough.” 


She nodded to herself, put her mask back on, and walked off down 
the hallway. 


Huh. 
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"Quest Log” 


COMPLETED QUESTS 


> [X]_ A Shoulder to Fly On 
(COMPLETE) 


Befriend Taylor 
___/get flies with a little help from my friends. 


> [X]_ Eve of the Tiger 


(COMPLETE) 
Train Taylor 
__ Float like a butterfly... 
> [X]_ Membership Benefits 
(COMPLETE) 


Join the Undersiders 

__ Breaking bad. 

> [X]_ Heat 

(COMPLETE) 

Rob Brockton Bay Central Bank. 

___ Don't you love it when everything goes according to plan? 


> [X]_ Bio Hazard 
(COMPLETE) 


Stop Panacea from going off the deep end 
__ Crisis averted... 


> [X]_ Toothless 
(COMPLETE) 


Drive the Teeth out of the Bay. 
___ Only a few acci-DENTAL deaths. 


> [X]_ Head Trauma 
(COMPLETE) 


Deal with the Butcher’s Mantle 
___ Discard and draw. 


> [\]|_ Not a Messiah 
(PARTIAL) 


Redeem the Schoolyard Bullies 
[1/2] 


__ You can’t save everyone if you don't try. 


v [X|_ Snake Eyes 
(COMPLETE) 


Eliminate Coil 
__ [X]_ Tell Emily to kill Coil 

That’s literally all you have to do 
___ @ [X]+ Get paid for the bank job (optional) 
___ @[X]+ Take over the organization (optional) 
__ Truth is, game was rigged from the start. 


v [X|_ Party Crasher 
(COMPLETE) 


Attend the Protectorate Fundraiser. 


___ @[X]_ Attend the Fundraiser 

___ @[X]+ Humiliate the Protectorate (350k/350k) (optional) 
___ @[X]+ Don't get arrested (optional) 

__ That’s show business for you. 


v [X|_ End the Endbringers 
(COMPLETE) 


Stop the Endbringer threat once and for all. 
__ @[X]_ Neutralize Behemoth 

___ @[X]_ Neutralize Leviathan 

__ [X]_ Neutralize Ziz 

__ Threat: Stopped. 


v [X|_ Shining Gold 
(COMPLETE) 


Deal with Scion. 
___ @[X]_ Prevent Scion from turning against humanity. 
___ Problem solved??? 

ACTIVE QUESTS 
v [ |_ Disaster Relief 


Help the people of Brockton Bay recover from the Endbringer 
Attack. 


___ #[ |_ Distribute supplies (ongoing) 


___ [|] Keep the peace (ongoing) 
v [ |. Hostile Takeover 

Claim Brockton Bay for yourselves. 
__ []_ Eliminate the ABB 
__[]_ Eliminate the Empire 


___ [| Claim the city (11%) 
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Chapter 43: Mourning 








Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan, | am late. 


Chapter 43: Mourning 


Emily came back shortly after breakfast the next day. “I’m back,” she 
announced as she shut the door behind her. 


“Welcome back,” | called as | headed in from the family room. “How 
are you doing?” 


“Better.” 


If she was actually feeling better, | couldn’t tell. She did accept the 
hug | offered, so that was progress, | guess. 


“If you ever want to talk to me, I’m here,” | said as we stepped apart. 
“| do, actually,” Emily said. “Is now a good time?” 

“Sure. | have time.” | checked my watch. “A couple hours, at least.” 
“It won't take that long,” she said as she headed back into the family 
room. We sat down on either end of the couch facing the TV, angled 


towards each other so we could talk easily. 


“I’ve been talking to Max,” Emily began. “She came to see me a few 
hours after you left, yesterday.” 


| nodded, not wanting to interrupt. 


“| understood why she’d done what she’d done after I’d hada 
chance to step back and think, but | was still angry and hurt. Even if 
it was the right thing to do, she should have asked first. Management 


says ‘She’s the boss and we're all just guests’, but that’s not how we 
function. We've always been a team, and having her just decide 
something so...” She trailed off. 


“So...?” | prompted. 


“Something so... so thorny. It was so sudden, and so unfair, and 
so... it was unlike her, or at least not like the person | got to know. 
Even once I’d calmed down, | wasn’t sure if | could trust her not to do 
something like that again. 


“| at least owed her a chance to explain herself, after all the help 
she’s given me, so | let her in and we talked.” She frowned. “She laid 
out her reasoning, and to be honest, | might have agreed to allow it 
to come if she’d stopped and taken the time to discuss things before 
jumping in, but she didn't.” 


“What did she say?” | asked. 


“For all the parallels-and she admitted there were a lot of parallels- 
she made a good case that | shouldn't think of the Entities and 
Incubators as the same. Scion is... Sub-sapient. It can’t really be 
called ‘evil’ because it doesn’t have enough intelligence to 
understand its own actions, any more than a swarm of locusts does. 
And... it doesn’t ask, or offer, or tempt. Maybe that should make it 
worse, that it doesn’t even ask for some semblance of misguided 
permission before it starts shoving powers and emotional 
manipulation into people’s heads, but to me it’s... it’s more...” 


“Honest,” | said. 
“Exactly.” 
“Did he say anything else?” 


“She asked me if | would consider staying, even if we brought it 
along.” 


“And?” | asked cautiously. 


“| said | wasn’t sure. She did make some good arguments for me to 
Stay.” 


“Like what?” 


“That | should at least wait until it can talk to pass judgment on it. 
That if | leave, I’ll never know if her plan would have worked.” 


When Emily didn’t continue, | asked, “Did he explain why he didn’t 
stop to discuss things with the rest of the companions before he, uh, 
unilaterally companion-ed the eldritch monster?” 

“She didn’t. She apologized, and | believe that she /s sorry, but when 
| asked ‘why?’ she just said she ‘wouldn't make excuses’ and that 


she should have gone slower.” Emily paused. “Do you want me to 
stay?” 


“It doesn’t matter what | want-” 


“I’m not asking you to decide for me,” she said quickly. “I’m 
wondering if you care.” 


“... | do,” | said. “l was hoping you'd stay.” 

“I'm sorry.” 

| nodded sadly. “So you're leaving?” 

“| haven't decided yet. | meant | was sorry that you cared.” 

“Why would you be sorry that | cared?” | demanded. 

“Because this,” she motioned between us, then at the house around 

us, “was all... impulsive. Max asked me if | would be willing to watch 

over you for your first jump because | have a ‘good babysitting build’- 


her words-and | said, ‘It’s not a problem. Put me in as her sister or 
something.’ And she did.” 


| waited for her to elaborate, but she didn't. 

“Why is that a problem?” 

“Because you’re tied up in your jump identity so hard,” Emily said. 
“I’m not sure if this is typical for people’s first jumps, or if you’re just 
unusually affected, but you said yourself you were having trouble 
figuring out where we stood on our adopted familial relationship.” 


When had I... right, that conversation. “| meant | was having trouble 
figuring out how familiarly | should be treating you,” | said. 


“That's what | said.” 

| wasn’t sure it was. “Okay...” 

“What | was saying is that the fact that | inserted as your sister 
means that you care about what happens to me, and that’s not fair of 
me to have done-” 

“Do you really think | wouldn’t care if we weren't sisters?” | 
interrupted. “Do you think the fact that we’re family this jump is the 
only reason | like spending time with you?” 


“Isn't it?” 


“No!” | realized | was shouting, and added in a more ‘indoor’ voice, 
“Of course not!” 


“Even after our first meeting?” 


“Our first...” | facepalmed. “You apologized. | accepted the apology. 
That’s over with, seriously!” 


“If you say so,” Emily said dubiously. 
“| do. | don’t blame you for that. Misunderstandings happen, and the 


fact that you were willing to apologize after the fact was all the proof | 
needed that you weren’t doing it out of malice.” 


“It was still a terrible first impression.” 


“That wasn’t my first impression of you. | told you | recognized your 
name, right?” 


“You did,” she agreed carefully. 


“| guess | did a good job of hiding it, but | was totally tongue-tied 
when you introduced yourself. | was still getting over the whole 
‘people knew me as a fictional character’ thing, and it hadn't 
occurred to me that if | stopped and followed that logic to its 
conclusion, I'd have realized that meant that | would be meeting 
people that / Knew as fictional characters... and it certainly hadn't 
occurred to me that | might meet you.” | paused as something 
occurred to me. “You've talked a lot about how being family has 
affected me, but you haven’t mentioned how it’s affected you.” 


“I’ve been doing this for a lot longer than you have,” she said, not 
unkindly. “I think I’ve been through enough imports that I’m not as 
affected by them anymore, at least after a month or so.” 


“But you did say you're normally more distant with people, even 
other people on the ’chain,” | said. “Il Know why you do it, and I’m 
sorry if | made you uncomfortable. | overstepped myself when | 
asked you to play the part.” 


“| would have refused if | hadn’t been willing to try.” Emily frowned. “1 
think we should hold off on this conversation until after the jump 
ends, so we can have it with clearer heads.” 


“Will we get a chance to talk after the jump ends?” 


It took a moment for her to reply. “I... | think I’m going to stay,” she 
said slowly. “Max made good points, of course, or | wouldn't even 
consider it, but... Leviathan scared me. | thought it was going to 
be... not easy, certainly, but simple. Timestop, Sting, hit the core. My 
first and closest attempt got me cut in half. 


“It was a reminder that all the powers | have might not be enough. If | 
leave, and it turns out that | don’t have the power | need to keep her 
safe... then everything will have been for nothing.” Something of my 
thoughts must have shown on my face, because she immediately 
added, “What?” 


“Nothing...” 

“You were thinking something,” Emily said. “What is it?” 

“You're not going to like it.” 

“| can deal.” 

“If you say so...” | bit my lip, then said, “I was thinking that it’s ironic 
that both you and Scion joined the chain solely to save someone 
else.” 

That made Emily frown properly, using her whole face instead of the 
corner-of-mouth-twitches-downward expressions I|’d been qualifying 
as ‘frowns’ by her standards. “Well, you were right,” she said. “I 
didn't like it.” 

“Sorry!” 


She waved the apology away. “I did ask.” 


“Right...” Change the subject! “Well, uh, back to the question of 
power: you don’t think you have enough?” 


“| want to be sure,” Emily said. “| need to be sure. Walpurgisnacht 
might not be the last and worst thing I'll have to face, when | get 
back.” 


“There are worse witches?” | asked, shocked. 
“Not that I’ve ever heard of,” she said, “but who knows what that 


mangy little bastard will do next. Which brings us back to Scion, ina 
way.” 


“How’s that?” 
“Because of the end goal. Max’s end goal, | mean.” 
“You mean sending Scion back with a conscience?” | asked. 


“Yes. Max made the point that if she could do what she hopes to do 
to Scion to the rats, | should want her to do it, because it would stop 
their cruelty at the highest level.” Emily frowned again-one of her 
normal blink-and-you'll-miss-it frowns, this time. “Of course, the rats 
are already sapient, and they know what they’re doing. ‘Cruelty’ may 
not be a strong enough word.” 


“Malice,” | said. 


“Evil,” she replied. “I don’t care what their morals say. To me-to us- 
they are evil, and that’s all | need.” 


The conversation sputtered at that, before Emily picked it up and got 
back on track. 


“What | was saying,” she said, “is that | understand why this is a 
good thing to do. Not just on a utilitarian scale, but because this 
solves problems immediately, with minimal collateral damage, and 
has a flat out ‘good’ long-term result. | just wish she’d handled it 
better.” 


“That's fair,” | said. “You think it will work, though?” 


“Max knows her stuff. Scion might have millions of years of 
memories, but... how did she put it? It has barely any qualia-a quale 
is ‘an instance of subjective, conscious experience’-” 


“| know what qualia are,” | said. “You’re saying that those million 
years of memories don’t amount to much if he wasn’t sapient enough 
to experience them consciously.” 


“Basically,” Emily agreed. “All that time, it’s been operating below the 
level of a toddler. Its first import may be closer to shoving a vague 


sense of timelessness into a normal person than shoving a person 
into its continuity of consciousness.” 


“That's weird and uncomfortable to think about,” | said. 


She shrugged. “Regardless, | admit that it’s probably not a bad idea. 
If she’d handled it better-brought it to us as an idea rather than a fait 
accompli, or even just waited a few days after the Endbringer fight to 
spring it on us-! don’t think people would have reacted so badly.” 


“SO we weren't all tired, hungry, and/or hyped up on adrenaline?” 
“Effectively. Plus, she’d have her charisma back from Stat Shift.” 


It took me a moment to pick up on the implication. “You mean her 
speech sucked because she’d moved points out of Charisma for the 
fight?” | asked incredulously. 


Emily shrugged again. “I don’t know if she has the perk slotted, but | 
know she does have it, and it’s the most reasonable explanation 
for... that.” 


“Huh.” | hadn’t been thinking about it at the time, but that had been 
an uncharacteristically poor showing. “So, uh,” | began, searching for 
something else to say. “What’s next for us? | mean, on a global 
scale? How do we handle Cauldron?” 


“That depends on Cauldron themselves. If Max needs you, she'll 
call, but for now you should focus on Brockton Bay.” 


“Fair enough.” | checked my watched and sighed. “Might as well start 
getting ready. You'll be on overwatch?” 


“Of course. If there is an issue, how soon do you want me to step 
in?” 


| had to stop and think about that. “Only as a last resort,” | said. “If 
someone is going to die-anyone, | mean, not just one of us-then 


absolutely step in. Otherwise... well, I'll always take advice. After- 
action reports and whatnot.” 


She nodded. “I'll be watching.” 
| snorted. “Could you make your offer of help any more ominous?” 


“No matter where you are, I'll be able to find you,” she deadpanned. 


My original lair hadn’t survived the battle; not surprising, really, since 
it was a basement space during a flood. | hadn’t left anything in there 
| couldn't replace at the drop of a hat, and it hadn’t been ina 
particularly good spot, strategically, so it was no great loss. | may 
have been friendly with Faultline to the point that | could crash at her 
place at will, but that didn’t mean that | could use it as a permanent 
base. 


The good news was that Calvert had been planning this little 
catspaw takeover for a long time, and had fortified safehouses 
throughout the city, some of which had managed to survive 
Leviathan. Unfortunately, none of them were in what could be called 
‘good shape’ at the moment, so the Palanquin was my base of 
Operations for the moment. 


There were other considerations, as well: the Palanquin was less 
than a mile from the Lord Street Market-a large stretch of asphalt 
that had once been filled to the brim with temporary stalls hawking all 
sorts of wares. I'd cleared the rubble out this morning, so it was now 
just a bare ‘town square’ sort of space. It was also my current 
destination. 


Showing up half an hour before noon with a twenty-foot shipping 
container on my back attracted a lot of attention, but that was the 
goal. | was here to distribute supplies, and the first step was making 
sure people knew | was here. 


The second step was preventing a goddamn riot when | showed up 
with much-needed food, water, and medicine. | could have grabbed 
a couple mercs from Coil as security, but we’d decided to keep the 
lines between Coil’s Organization and the Undersiders clearly 
defined, even if the connection was obvious to anyone in the know. 
There were advantages to being seen as allies rather than 
teammates. 


For example, rival organizations might futilely search for a way to 
drive a wedge in between our groups, the way Accord had been. It 
wasn’t even malicious, according to Tattletale; he just wanted to 
know where to push if he ever made an enemy of us. ‘Have a plan to 
kill everyone you meet’ was very much his style. Coil had offered him 
Tales’ services as a Super-powered mental health professional-which 
Diane literally was, since she was a licensed therapist in multiple 
universes-but he’d either not believed the offer, or believed it and 
decided he wanted a telepath nowhere near him. | had a feeling that 
was going to be a common reaction if we kept offering. 


At any rate, mercs were out, so I'd hired locals instead. Recruitment 
had been pretty simple: the previous evening, I’d shown up near one 
of the largest groups of people with a couple boxes of supplies and 
promised more for simple, non-criminal work. I’d gotten more than 
enough volunteers. When | set the container down in the middle of 
the large open space that had once been the Lord Street Market, 
there were a dozen people waiting with a table already set up. 


| didn’t open the crate immediately. Instead, | jumped up onto the 
top, so | was clearly visible to everyone gathered at the edges of the 
Market. “I have food, water, and medical supplies here!” | yelled. 
“Please form a line-I promise there is enough for all of you. When 
you get to the front of the line, tell us how many people you're caring 
for, and if you need any special medical care. Be honest-we'll be 
back tomorrow, so you don’t need to hoard supplies, and we will find 
out you're lying sooner or later.” 


I'd expected a rush, but people were still skittish. It wasn’t until the 
first few people had left, arms laden with food and water, that enough 


people came forward to form a queue at all. | watched from my perch 
on top of the container as my ‘minions’ distributed food and water, 
scanning the crowd so that Tattletale-either one-could go over the 
recordings later. Judging by the stream of people entering the 
market, the people who'd already been served were spreading the 
word. 


It was an awful experience, all told. People squabbled, yelled, 
pushed and shoved. A few idiots tried to grab things from others, or 
from the table. Thankfully, it never escalated beyond that, and | was 
able to restore order by force. The minions made sure to keep a 
large number of water bottles and supply boxes visible on the table, 
and as long as people could see there was more stuff left, most 
people were content to wait their turn. 


The fact that | left one particularly obnoxious man hanging 
weightlessly overhead until he apologized probably helped, too. 


We weren't just giving out food and water, of course. Many people 
needed medical supplies, mostly bandages and disinfectant for cuts. 
We had a large amount of insulin to hand out, as well, since many of 
the poorer neighborhoods were rife with diabetes. That was a bit 
tricky, since there were so many types and most needed to be kept 
cold but not frozen. Our best solution was to hand it out in clearly 
labeled, thermally insulated containers that would at least keep it 
through the week. 


We couldn’t do much for the addicts, unfortunately; | wasn’t going to 
start dealing opioids even if it would reduce short-term harm. I'd 
asked Max about setting up methadone clinics, but that was out of 
my hands. 


By the time the stream of people dried up, we’d gone through more 
than ninety percent of the supplies. Satisfied that no one was still 
waiting, | hopped down to speak with the apparent leader of my new 
henchmen. Many of the others shied away as | approached, but the 
leader-a black man with the physique of a laborer-stood his ground, 
despite his discomfort. 


“Thank you,” | said earnestly. “That went better than | expected.” 
“It was no problem,” he muttered. “Just looking out for folks, | guess.” 


“Sure. You probably know this, but my name’s Flux.” | held out a 
hand. 


He hesitated, then shook it cautiously. “Jay,” he said. 
“Thank you, Jay. Are you willing to come back tomorrow?” 


“Well, uh, if you’re gonna be giving out supplies anyway, | was 
thinking maybe | don’t need to work?” 


“Double rations if you do,” | said. 


He frowned. “Sounds like trouble. People ain’t got enough, even 
still.” 


“| see.” | glanced around at the assembled people. “Say, do any of 
you cook?” 


A couple people nodded hesitantly. “Our church group does an 
Easter potluck,” Jay said. “Why?” 


“| was hoping we could cook something for people to eat out here,” | 
said. “Something like a barbecue-or a potluck, | guess-you know, 
something more social than just sending people away with stuff.” 
“We don’t have enough food for that.” 

“I'll provide the food,” | said. “Well, the ingredients, plus... uh, | don’t 
know if they make portable ovens, so you'd have to cook stove-top, 
or grill.” 


“| Suppose we could make do,” Jay said. “Still, sounds like it could be 
trouble.” 


“Even if the food’s free?” 


“Even then.” 


“I'll be there to break up any trouble,” | said, looking around at the 
others. A few looked hopeful, but most of them just looked nervous. 
“How about this: anyone who’s willing to help comes back tomorrow 
with a list of ingredients, and | see how many | can get on short 
notice?” 


There was a murmur of assent. 


“Great.” | took a look into the container and hummed in thought. “You 
guys set out your share, right?” 


“Right here,” another man said, pointing at the supplies that were still 
sitting on the table. “The rest is extra.” 


“You guys can keep it,” | said, walking back into the container to drag 
the rest of the stuff out. There wasn’t much-maybe half again as 
much as they'd already taken for themselves. “I mean, I'll Keep the 
insulin, | guess, but the food and water is yours. Hand it out to 
anyone who missed it if you don’t need it yourselves. Oh, here-” | 
pulled out one of my cards and a pen and scribbled my direct burner 
number down. “If you see trouble-or something that’s about to be 
trouble-call me.” 


“Uh, sure,” Jay muttered, taking the card like it might bite him. 


| walked around to open the container at the other end, then sheared 
it flat it like a cardboard box before rolling it into a tube that | stuffed 
into my pocket. “I'll see you tomorrow?” | asked. “For the lists, at 
least?” 


“Same time?” he asked absently. The volunteers all had some 
degree of disbelief or bafflement on their faces at the total nonsense 
they’d just witnessed. 


“Same time,” | agreed. 


=== XSSKS=X === 


The news of Leviathan’s death spread like wildfire. Massive 
celebrations rocked the cities-and countries-most affected by 
Leviathan’s attacks, and national holidays were declared. Beacon 
was credited with the killing blow, using an experimental tinker-tech 
device of her own design; the story described her as dying to make 
sure the attack connected before Leviathan could escape. 
Armsmaster was honored with an official ‘assist’ credit for the kill, 
which he accepted humbly in public and probably resented endlessly 
behind closed doors. 


The Endbringer monument went up on Tuesday, three days after the 
battle. That felt fast, but once | thought about it, it made sense; the 
monuments were ready to go months in advance, just waiting for 
names. Most of the delay was confirming casualties and choosing 
the right size-the worse the fight, the more space they needed. 


There was no real ceremony to it. Half a dozen reporters, the mayor, 
and other people of note assembled on Captain’s Hill, the ground still 
trampled and churned from the frenzied activity of the ad-hoc trauma 
center. Legend gave a short speech, only a few sentences about 
courage and sacrifice. Armsmaster pulled the tarp off the large stone 
monolith, revealing about two dozen names carved into the rock-a 
slim price to pay for the death of an Endbringer. The photographers 
took pictures. 


Then it was over. People came up, alone or in groups, to lay 
wreathes or flowers at the base. | laid a lily at the base, while Emily 
added a cluster of carnations. | stopped to take in the monument 
before moving away. 


The monument was closer to a wall than anything else, about five 
feet high, twelve feet wide, and eight inches thick. It was larger than 
a normal monument would be for the number of names it held, but 
otherwise unremarkable. There was no extra decoration, no 
celebration of victory. This was the memorial for the fallen; their 
accomplishment would be commemorated elsewhere. 


| hadn’t seen it, but | knew from the published plans that the reverse 
side held a simple dedication: 


In memory of those who made the ultimate sacrifice. 
Brockton Bay, 14th May 2011 


The side facing the center of the hill bore the names of the fallen. At 
the top was a simple number. 12,595. The number of civilians killed. 


The shelters had held, but more than ten thousand people hadn't 
reached safety, for one reason or another. Some of them had 
ignored the evacuation procedures, clogged the roads with cars as 
they tried to flee rather than shelter in place. Others were too old or 
sick to see to their own safety, and no one had come for them. Some 
of them had been first responders, trying to help rescue people even 
as the waves came down. 


Below the number was the list. It was a shockingly short list, 
compared to many other monuments; seventeen names in three 
columns filling the remaining space on the front of the heavy black 
slab. I’d have sworn I’d seen more than that many people die during 
the battle, but most of the injuries had apparently been survivable. | 
must have underestimated the durability of the ‘average’ cape. 


Beacon was the first, just by alphabetization. By the fact that the 
names jumped straight to ‘F’, Aegis through Dauntless had come 
through unharmed. Fenja hadn’t been so lucky, nor had 
Flamewalker, Geomancer, Ghostman, Illustrious, Kaiser (!), Krieg, 
Leet, Lucent, Pile (???), Rockheart, Samaritan, - 


Fuck. 


| couldn’t help myself; | reached out and ran my fingers over the 
engraving, eyes closed. The carving was fresh, the angles crisp and 
sharp-enough to hurt if | really pressed. 


It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fucking fair. And yet... | hated myself a little for 
even thinking of it this way, but it solved a problem. Made things 
simpler, going forward. 


Rest in peace, Shinigami. Whoever you were. 


| moved along, and the woman behind me laid her own wreath at the 
base of the cold, hard stone. 
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Once the Monument Unveiling Ceremony-such as it was-had 
concluded, | wandered off to find Armsmaster sitting on the grass at 
the edge of the hill, halberd half-disassembled in his lap. | pulled on 
a plain PRT half-mask I'd borrowed from the hospital; | wanted to 
signal anonymity, proper anonymity without an identity attached to it. 
Flux hanging out with Armsmaster might be an issue. 


Armsmaster, of course, recognized me immediately. “Flux.” 


“Armsmaster.” | stopped a respectful and non-threatening distance 
away from him. “How are you holding up?” 


“I’m getting by,” he said. 


“Good,” | said, because | wasn’t sure what else to say. He kept 
fiddling. “Do you... do you want to talk about it?” 


He didn’t say anything at all, focusing on his work. | watched him go 
for a bit, using tools built into his gloves to tighten screws and adjust 
wiring, then joined him in looking out over the city. Our city, | 
suppose, if the Undersiders managed our takeover. 


It looked different, in sunlight. Without a veil of rain, the damage was 
more obvious, more blatant. Massive stretches of the city had been 
flattened. The Boardwalk was a splintered wreck. There was a new 
lake where Lung had wrestled Leviathan nearly to a standstill. 


What had survived was equally obvious. The Forsberg Gallery and 
much of downtown had weathered the tsunamis, the buildings nearer 
the shore ablating as they broke the wave. The people, safe in the 
shelters, who were only just beginning the painful process of salvage 
and reconstruction. 


There wouldn't be any new massive threats, no Slaughterhouse 
Substitute to ruin the rebuilding. We’d make sure of it. The Empire 
and ABB wouldn't stand a chance against us. There was evena 
silver lining, far to the north: the waves had dislodged ships from the 
Boat Graveyard and pushed them onto shore where they could be 
more practically salvaged. 


Armamster finished whatever he was messing with, deftly tucking 
components | couldn’t identify back into place before screwing the 
armor panel onto the haft. He flipped the weapon over and began to 
unscrew a panel of the other side of the polearm.“I don’t know how 
she knew what | was planning,” he said. “Maybe she just knew me. 
I’m... steady. Maybe even predictable, when I’m not trying to 
outmaneuver someone. 


“She wanted to help. | said no. Repeatedly. Even knowing | would 
never do as much damage alone as we could do together.” He 
paused, then added, “I should never have agreed.” 


“She'd be happy you did.” | took the conversation as a sign | was 
welcome, and sat down next to him, facing the city. “If she got to 
choose, this is what she’d want. She’d choose for you to live, every 
time.” 


“You're probably right.” Armsmaster went back to tinkering with his 
halberd. “You probably knew her better than | did. She left youa 
note, before the fight, in case... she didn’t make it.” 


“She did?” 


“Sometimes we write letters before things like... this. Goodbyes, last 
words, that sort of thing. Something to leave behind.” He reached 


into a pouch on his armor and drew out an envelope that simply 
read, “Flux.” | popped the seam with a fingernail and found a single 
scrap of paper inside. 

Kasey- 

If you’re reading this, Levi got me. Amy and Collin are probably 
going to take my death hard. You can’t do much about the latter, but 
try to reach out to Amy, okay? She’s not going to like you at first, but 
she needs someone who’s not part of the normal ‘hero’ apparatus. | 
think she'll come around. 

-Ellen 

“She left you one, as well?” | asked. 

“That was inside,” he said. “I have it here, if you want to see it.” 
“You'd be okay with that?” 

“It seems fair,” he said. “I... read yours.” 

“She used my name,” | said. 

“And mine,” he said. 

| glanced back at the... the note. “You delivered it anyway.” 

“From the way she wrote, you already knew it.” 

| didn’t deny it. 


Was that deliberate? She’d left it with Armsmaster when she could 
have had it sent through the Warehouse. She wouldn't have done 
that unless there was a reason. 


It wasn’t that hard to guess why, once | thought about it. If | was 
going to be reaching out to Amy, not having Armsmaster and the 


Protectorate standing in the way would make things a lot simpler. I’m 
sure New Wave would provide plenty of problems on their own. 


“Oh, and Jade wanted me to give you this.” He offered mea 
business card. | took it and put it in my wallet without really looking at 
it. “You think you might go straight?” 


“| am far too gay for that,” | joked. He didn’t laugh. “I don’t know,” | 
said seriously. “It’s tempting, but... | can’t.” 


“Ellen would disagree.” 

“Maybe,” | admitted. “Maybe someday | will. But not yet.” Cauldron 
was the last major problem left, and | had no idea how well the world 
would weather that storm. 

“It’s only going to get harder, you know,” he warned me. 

“You'd be surprised. We'll be doing a lot of relief work.” 

“Then why not be heroes?” 

“Because something bad needs to happen to the gangs,” | said, “and 
we’re planning to be that ‘something bad’. We’ll be closer to 


vigilantes than villains, but we’re still probably closer to villains than 
heroes. 


“But enough about my worries. We got lucky.” 
“Lucky?” 
“None of us died.” 


He nodded, then went back to his tinkering. | sat there, waiting, 
wondering if he would tell me to get lost, or just leave himself. 


“You called the cape in who killed Leviathan,” he said. 


| winced. “Sort of.” 


“Sort of?” 

“She’s not a cape.” 

“A projection?” he asked. 

“No.” | hesitated, then said, “Myrddin was right, actually. She’s Fae.” 
“Maeve,” he said skeptically. 

“Yes.” 

“The mythological figure.” 

“Yes.” 


Armsmaster hummed to himself. “Il suppose it isn’t any more 
unreasonable than parahuman powers,” he said slowly. “I read a 
paper, years ago, claiming that the rise of parahumans was merely a 
return to the age of myths. That the appearance of parahumans was 
somehow cyclical, and the old legends of gods and demigods were a 
distorted recollection of the previous manifestation of powers-or 
perhaps that the reappearance of powers now was the manifestation 
of supernatural forces in modern, enlightened times.” 


He realized he’d been rambling and cleared his throat self- 
consciously. “It was baseless speculation, but interesting ina 
theoretical sense. If nothing else, powers are a reminder that we 
don’t understand the world as well as we thought. ‘Here be dragons’ 
and such.” 


| nodded politely. 
“What did you do to earn a favor from her?” he asked. 


“It’s not what | did,” | said. “She broke guest right, and | demanded a 
favor in recompense.” 


He glanced over at me. “If | didn’t have a lie detector, | doubt | would 
believe you.” 


“But you trust the lie detector?” 
“It caught you lying on the beach,” he said. 
“| guess it did.” 


The wind picked up for a moment, ruffling the grass we were sitting 
on. 


“Why didn’t you call her in earlier?” Armsmaster asked. 


“| didn’t know we needed her,” | said, “and... | had forgotten. It feels 
like a lifetime ago | ‘earned’ that favor.” Far more literally than usual, 
for the phrase. “| was focused on the fight, on what | could do asa 
cape. Not on... weird Fae bullshit.” 


He hummed again. “I suppose | would be cautious about dealing 
with Fae, as well,” he said. “In hindsight... well, I'm sure you have 
your own regrets.” 


“Of course.” | swallowed thickly. “I’m... I’m sorry.” 
He nodded. 


“| knew her for four months,” Armsmaster said. “Il spent the first 
month convinced the Protectorate had sent her here to annoy me. 
She was constantly bothering me, trying to talk her way into my lab. | 
thought she just wanted to take my stuff apart and did my best to 
ignore her. When that didn’t work, | pointed Kid Win at her, hoping 
she’d be too busy managing him to bother me. 


“| got what | wanted, in a way. She spent most of February working 
with him, and | thought I'd finally gotten rid of her, only to get jealous 
when she helped him figure out his specialty. He started building 
better, and faster, than he ever had when | worked with him. The 


PRT started complaining about the backlog they were dealing with in 
approving his things. 


“All that just made me dislike her more, while making it harder to 
justify keeping her out of my lab. | threw her my old schematics to try 
to get her to leave me alone, but she always had questions, no 
matter how clearly | marked my diagrams. 


“She was trying to find excuses to spend time with me.” Armsmaster 
looked up, out over the Bay. His city, in a very real way. 


“The third month,” he said, resuming his work, “I actually started 
working with her. Only because | hoped she'd stop bothering me with 
stupid questions if | explained my work myself, but | did. And, of 
course, she started taking my stuff apart to see how it worked. But 
when she put it back together, with bits from other tinkers that she 
could actually explain, | finally realized the sort of woman | was 
dealing with. Of course, | was only listening to her because her 
power started making mine better, but it was something. 


“And then she started working on me.” He let out a self-deprecating 
laugh. “After the Undersiders robbed the bank, she had to take me 
aside and explain, in no uncertain terms, what | could and could not 
demand of people. Boundaries.” He laughed bitterly. “I'd taken 
Shadow Stalker’s injury as a personal failing; the Wards were 
supposed to be my responsibility, and that made her injury my fault.” 


I'd been silent until now, not wanting to interrupt, but | couldn’t resist 
commenting, “You realize you’re talking to one of the people who 
was robbing the bank at the time, right? Because if anyone was at 
fault, there, you’re talking to her.” 


Armsmaster paused. “Honestly, I’d forgotten. | started talking to 
myself at some point.” 


When he didn’t continue, | said, “You can keep going, if you want.” 


“I’m sure you don’t need to listen to my memoir,” he said. 


“Does it help?” 


When his answer came, it came in the form of action. “It made her 
injury my fault,” he continued, “and that meant | was desperate fora 
solution. Some way to fix it, even while | yelled at Panacea about her 
sister’s carelessness. Hypocritical. | thought... | thought Panacea 
was holding back. There’s nothing biologically different about brains 
compared to the rest of the nervous system, and she’s regrown 
limbs for amputees, so | Know she could do neurons. | wasn’t willing 
to take ‘it can’t be fixed’ for an answer. 


“Beacon made it clear that it didn’t matter. If she says she can’t do 
brains, | have no right to challenge her, any more than she could 
demand that | build a battleship instead of a motorcycle.” 


He shot me a look | couldn't really see behind his visor. “Of course, 
then you walked in with Stalker anyway.” 


“Her injury was my fault,” | said. “Directly, unambiguously my fault. 
And | found a way to fix it.” 


The conversation lapsed for a moment. 


“The fourth month,” Armsmaster continued, “she stopped me from 
making a very serious mistake.” 


“At the Fundraiser?” | asked, when he didn’t elaborate. 


“Yes. If she hadn’t pulled you aside, | think | might have tried to 
arrest you anyway.” 


“You tased me,” | reminded him. 


“To be fair, the first and last thing | saw with regards to that incident 
was you flying into a group of people for no apparent reason.” 


“You're lucky you got the diplomatic Undersiders,” | said. “If Skitter 
had gone bug-pocalypse on you for tasing me, that could have 
ended... badly.” 


“Could have’?” he repeated. “Would have. It was still a mess all 
around, and Glory Girl’s been under house arrest ever since, 
Endbringer fight excepted.” 


“Should have kept her there,” | grumbled. “She nearly killed me 
during the fight out of pure spite.” 


Armsmaster stopped working again. “You're not lying,” he said, 
shocked. 


“’m not. I’ll tell you the story later, if you want to listen.” | didn’t want 
to interrupt his eulogy. 


“| absolutely will. Later.” He cleared his throat, hands resuming their 
task. “After that, she sat me down and read me the riot act. 
Reminded me what being a hero meant. At some point, I’d lost sight 
of my goals, confused the means with the end. I’ve always suffered 
from tunnel vision, to the point that somewhere along the way | 
managed to convince myself it was a virtue, rather thana 
weakness.” 


“You mentioned that after the fight at the metro. The talk, | mean.” 


“| did.” He finished whatever he’d been doing and started putting the 
pieces back in. “That day, when | saw her talking with Aspect, | 
realized that I’d started to see her as more than a teammate, more 
than a friend. Once we were back behind closed doors, | approached 
her and admitted | was developing feelings that might interfere with 
the team dynamic.” 


Oh, no. “Please tell me you didn’t use those words.” 


“I'd be lying.” | couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of Armsmaster 
saying that to a girl who’d been trying to catch his eye for months. 
Perhaps my good humor was infectious, because | could hear a 
smile in his voice when he continued, “She looked so outraged | was 
sure | was heading straight for a sexual harassment tribunal. Then 
she smiled and told me she’d been trying to get my attention since 


she moved in.” His smile died. “Too late. Far too late. We set a date, 
and then...” he waved a hand at the monolith behind us. 


| wiped a bit of moisture from my eyes. Damn it, | knew Erin would 
be fine, and this was still getting to me. Why shouldn't it? No matter 
what happened in the future, Armsmaster had lost a friend. “I’m 
sorry. | could have... | don’t Know. Dodged?” 


“Don’t dwell on it,” he said. 


That was all too easy. Ignoring things that made me unhappy was 
the one skill I’d had in my first life. 


“If I’m honest,” he continued, “I didn’t even know her that well. | didn’t 
know | wanted to. | think... I’m missing the possibility of her, as much 
as Ellen herself, and that’s not fair to either of us.” 


“| Suppose.” 


Armsmaster nodded to himself as he finished sealing his halberd 
back up. “... thanks for listening,” he said. “It’s not that | don’t have 
friends on the team, but... they’re too close, sometimes. Especially 
since we all lost teammates.” 


“| understand,” | said. “Did it help?” 


“It did.” He stood up. “You know I’m probably going to have to arrest 
you, next time we meet.” 


“| hope not,” | said as | stood up as well. “If you try, you Know I’m not 
going to come quietly.” 


“Then | suppose we'll fight.” 
“| Suppose so.” 


Armsmaster considered me for a moment. “There are a lot of villains 
I’ve found worthy of respect, for one reason or another, but | think 
you’re the first one I’ve been tempted to /ike.” 


“But you wouldn’t be you if you let that get in the way,” | said. “For 
what it’s worth, | respect you a lot more than | expected.” 


He snorted. “Then you’re smarter than you look.” 


| opened my mouth to snap at him, then realized that my compliment 
had been equally backhanded. 


“... touche.” 
We went our separate ways from there. 
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Chapter 44: Healing 


“You really think that'll work?” Faultline asked. 


“| do,” | said. She harrumphed. “Sorry, got to go,” | added as | heard 
the door open behind me. “We'll talk about this in person tonight?” 


“Sure. Later.” 


| hung up and stuck the burner phone back in my pocket, then 
reversed my seat on the lip of the roof. I'd been perched near the 
corner, looking out at the sunset west of the city, but | turned my 
back on the fading light as | turned to address my first visitor. “Hey.” 


“Hey,” Skitter said as she walked over and sat down next to me. 
“This is some crazy shit.” 


| wasn't sure if she meant our current activities, the state of the city, 
or the result of the battle. She’d be right about any of them. “Yeah.” 


Brockton Bay Central Hospital had weathered the storm better than 
just about anywhere else in the Bay, especially compared to the 
buildings surrounding it. It was enough to make me suspect Max had 
done something to it while no one was looking, either reinforcing it 
beforehand or covertly repairing it afterwards. Either way, the 
hospital campus had become something of a hub for the recovering 
city, to the point that it had remained Neutral Ground indefinitely. The 
gangs had already gone back to fighting with each other (and us) 
elsewhere in the city, but here, Skitter and | could walk past the 
heroes in full costume with only a few odd looks. It was a convenient 
place for this meeting. 


“What are you thinking about?” 


“The same thing | think about every day, Pinky,” | said. “Trying to 
take over the Bay.” 


“Should you really be making jokes like that around here?” 


“Probably not.” | looked towards the roof access door, but it 
remained closed and devoid of visitors. “More seriously, I’m thinking 
about how we’re going to handle... things.” 


“Things,” she repeated. 


Leviathan had died in the early evening Saturday; it was now 
Thursday afternoon. The Empire and ABB were back to their old 
habits, now that Lung was back in action, and we'd need a decisive 
strike to handle that ball of rage. The real danger was Shinigami’s 
pocket illusionist. He hadn’t been seen since the Endbringer fight, 
but he was an i/lusionist. That didn’t mean much. 


We’d made our move, such as it was, and so far, no one had taken 
the bait. Augur had judged that we had until Friday before the gangs 
decided to try their luck. | Knew | shouldn't, but | was looking forward 
to it. 


“It's not even a question of can, is it?” Skitter asked. “It’s a question 
of how many cards we'll have to play.” 


She'd taken my involvement in various shady dealings as a sign that 
| had a nigh-infinite source of resources at my beck and call. The 
worrying part is that she wasn’t wrong. 


I'd had Emily-Tattletale’s boogieman-on side to begin with, but now 
Max could literally sic Scion on the other gangs, if he wanted to. The 
avatar was agreeable to literally anything that punched his ticket to 
the multiverse. With a few exceptions, Scion was sticking to his old 
habits at the moment-the world needed to rest from the excitement 
of Leviathan’s death, or so Max said. 


“I’m having second thoughts,” | admitted. 
“About what?” 
“Villainy. Where we’re going. How we got into this in the first place.” 


“This is who we are,” Skitter said. “I’d make a terrible hero. | don’t 
mean my power-there are plenty of dark and edgy sorts. | mean... | 
think | was always destined to be a villain. It’s how | think. Like Coil 
said: we can’t fix things and keep our hands clean. Something’s 
gotta give.” 


That was depressing. 
“The Protectorate keep trying to flip me,” | said. 
“Did it work?” 


“No. |... | get what you mean, about thinking like a villain. It wouldn't 
feel right.” | sort of hated myself for that. “Especially not if | had to 
leave the team again, right after we finally got our shit sorted out.” 


“Yeah. Oh, speaking of ‘dark and edgy sorts’,” Skitter said, a moment 
before the roof-access door opened to admit two more guests. 


Shadow Stalker was the first through the door, fresh out of 
Master/Stranger confinement. Panacea followed, her hood lowered 
to reveal her mousy brown hair and her scarf unwrapped to reveal 
the scowl on her face. The two heroes headed straight for us and sat 
down on the adjacent edge of the roof, the 90-degree arrangement 
reminding me oddly of the couches in the now-ruined loft. 


“Hey Stalker. Hey Panacea-or should | call you Amy?” 


“Panacea to you, Flux.” She rummaged in her pockets for a moment 
before coming up with a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. From the 
way she lit up and took a drag off the cig, this wasn’t a recent habit. | 
did my best to hide my displeasure as the smell of tobacco filled the 
roof. 


Stalker was the first to break the awkward silence. She lowered her 
hood and took off her mask, shaking her hair out of her costume. 
“Sup.” 


“Sup yourself,” | said, unmasking in turn. “Finally convinced them 
you’re not an evil clone?” 


“Don’t even joke about that,” she said. “You'll give them ideas.” 


“I’m glad you’re back on your feet,” Skitter said. She left her mask 
on. 


“Yeah, | bet. Load off your shoulders, right?” 

“Something like that.” 

“So-” | began, only to be interrupted. 

“This is so fucking weird,” Panacea said. She took another drag, 
blowing the smoke back towards us obnoxiously. “I can’t believe | 
even agreed to this. Why the fuck are you guys all buddy-buddy 


now?” 


“Shared experience?” | offered. “It’s weird what brings people 
together, sometimes.” 


“No shit. | guess | shouldn’t be surprised that Stalker gets along 
better with a couple of villains than she does the heroes.” 


“Hey, now,” Stalker said. “What are you trying to imply?” 
“That you're a bitch,” Panacea replied. 


Stalker smacked her own knee in frustration. “Why'd you want her 
here, again?” she asked me. 


“Beacon asked me to,” | said. 


“Why?” Panacea asked. “Why’d she send me to you?” 


“Because she thought you needed someone to talk to who wasn't 
part of the hero scene,” | said calmly. “That hasn’t exactly been 
healthy for you-” 


She jabbed the cigarette at me. “Don’t you start lecturing me on my 
fucking health, asshole-” 


“’m not talking about smoking, for fuck’s sake,” | snapped. “I’m 
talking about mental health. Stress, depression, that shit.” 


“| don’t need help,” she said. “Especially not from you.” 
“You really do,” Stalker said. “You're bitchier than me, right now-” 
“Don’t you fucking start with-” 


“Sit down!” | barked. Panacea blinked, realized that she had stood 
up to better yell at us, and then-wonder of wonders-sat down. 


“Don’t know why I’m even here,” she grumbled, but she didn't leave, 
and that was a victory in itself. 


“Because you’re Curious?” Skitter asked. 


Panacea paused, considering the suggestion. “Yeah, | guess so. | 
want to know why Beacon thought sending me to a couple villains 
was a good idea.” 


“Like | said,” | answered, “being around heroes wasn’t helping.” 

She spent a while just watching her cigarette burn down towards her 
fingers, the smoke drifting off in a thin line like Grief. “It should have,” 
she said. 


“Why?” Skitter asked. 


“Because they’re supposed to be better. If you follow them, if you act 
like them, you're...” 


“Better,” Stalker said. “Stronger?” 

“No, it’s not strength. Lung is strong. Heroes are... right.” 

“Not always,” Skitter said. 

“They are!” Panacea shot back. “That’s what it means to be a hero!” 


“And when we're wrong?” Stalker asked. “I did some bad shit, even 
as a Ward. | can own that.” 


“Well, then you’re just a shit hero!” 


A smack split the air. Panacea rubbed her cheek where Stalker had 
hit her, glaring daggers at her fellow hero. 


“l’ll own my mistakes,” Stalker growled. “But I’m not gonna take that 
shit from you. What is your sister up to these days, anyway?” 


“She’s clearing rubble,” Panacea said. “What are you doing, 
Stalker?” 


“Sitting in M/S quarantine, as you know, since you had to examine 
me, what, three times?” 


“Ahem!” | called. The two squabbling heroes kept glaring at each 
other for a moment, then settled back into their places. “Right. I’m 
not going to try to deal with whatever your new feud is. I’m just here 
because... | don’t know. Ellen asked me to check on you, Amy. She 
was worried-” 


“Why did she ask you, though?” Panacea asked. 


“Maybe because when your sister nearly killed someone, she was 
the one who saved him?” Skitter said. 


“That was-” Panacea cut herself off, then slumped. “That was when 
everything started going wrong, wasn't it?” 


Stalker opened her mouth, but | cut her off with a look. “How so?” | 
asked. 


“That was when people started talking about her. About how much 
force she used. About the... the...” 


“The cover-ups,” Stalker finished. “Don’t sugarcoat it, Penny.” 

“Fuck you,” Panacea mumbled, no real heat in her voice. “Fine. The 
cover-ups. I’d swear on my life that I’ve never seen three out of four 
of the assholes claiming I’d healed them, but it doesn’t matter.” 


“The gang war pretty much moved that straight off the news,” Skitter 
said. 


“Yeah, and then you assholes showed up at the Gallery and ruined 
everything!” Panacea yelled. “What the hell did you say to her, to set 
that up?” 

“| asked where you were,” | said truthfully. 

She laughed bitterly. “| guess that explains that. | was grounded. 
Mom blamed me for the entire scandal. Said | was a bad influence, 
that I’d ‘corrupted’ Vicky, like I'd encouraged her to break people just 
so | could fix them up. She and Vicky had a huge fight over it.” 

“That is some bullshit,” Skitter said. 


Panacea shrugged. “It was whatever. | got to stay home and watch 
TV instead of being bored out of my mind at some lame rich-people 
party for old white dudes.” 


“But she put all the blame on you! How the hell is that fair?” 
“She’s never been fair.” 
“That’s fucked.” 


“Why do you care?” 


“Because it’s bullshit! | hate that kind of shit.” Skitter’s voice was 
descending further into swarm-speak, likely without her noticing at 
all. “Il spent years being the victim, and every time | tried to call 
attention to it, it was ignored! No, worse than that! It was punished! 
Because the teachers had their favorites, and | was nobody.” 


“Favorites. That’s one way to put it.” Panacea took a long drag on 
her cigarette, blowing a cloud of smoke into the center of the roof. 
“Mom never loved me. Never even faked it.” 


“That is fucked up.” 

“Whatever.” 

“No, not ‘whatever’,” Skitter said, losing the creepy overtones as the 
outrage crept into her actual voice. “What the hell kind of mother 
does that to her kid?” 

“I’m not her kid,” Panacea said. “Never was, never will be. You know 
how she introduces us at parties? It’s always the same. ‘My daughter 
Victoria, and Amy’.” 

“You adopted or something?” Stalker asked. 


“Yes, actually,” Panacea said crossly. 


“Oh. Shit. You’re not even kidding about that introduction thing, are 
you?” 


“No. | am not.” She puffed on her cigarette, then added, “If you guys 
are pitying me, you can fuck right off.” 


“I’m not pitying you,” | said. “I think | may be getting angry on your 
behalf, though, because your mom is a bitch.” 


“Tell me something | don’t Know,” Panacea said, blowing more 
smoke in my general direction. “Say,” she said to Stalker, “speaking 
of ‘shit | don’t know’, what the fuck’s the deal with you? How are you 
back on your feet, anyway?” 


“Those two,” Stalker said, nodding her head in our direction. 
“Showed up at my house last week, tried to get me to drink some 
weird drug they brought.” 

“And you did?” 

“Course not,” she said defensively. “Not until the Endbringer sirens 
went off, anyway. Mom was freaking out about how to get me toa 


shelter, then Hudson busts the door down and yells ‘drink this!’ like a 
fucking energy drink commercial-” 


“That didn’t happen,” | said. 


“-so | did. Worked like a charm. Then | jumped up, grabbed my kit, 
and hauled ass to the meeting point.” 


Panacea mulled that over. “That's still really fucking dumb,” she said. 
“It could have been anything.” 


“Eh, we’re friends at school.” Stalker raised a hand in a one-armed 
shrug. “I trusted her.” 


“You were... are you kidding? School friends?” Panacea turned to 
me. 


“Why do you think our masks are off?” | asked. 


“| don’t know! Why isn’t hers off?” she asked, waving a hand at 
Skitter. 


Skitter sighed. “I was worried you’d have a grudge about the whole... 
spider thing.” 


“| already healed you once, didn’t |?” 
“Yeah, and you were very obviously not happy about it.” 


“No shit | wasn’t happy about it,” Panacea said. “You should have 
been arrested.” 


“We stayed to provide first aid to people rather than fleeing before 
the cops arrived,” | said. “The least they could do was not punish us 
for that.” 


“| know. | know. | got the whole speech.” Panacea took one final drag 
from her dying cigarette, then ashed the butt underfoot. “I still can’t 
believe Armsmaster just let you go. He’s almost as much of a hard- 
ass aS Mom.” 


She lit another cigarette in the silence that followed. “Anyway, the 
point is that you can take off your stupid, creepy mask, you creep.” 


“Doctor-patient confidentiality?” Skitter asked. 

“What the fuck ever. Just get rid of it, it’s killing the mood.” 
She took off her mask. 

“Now that we’re all unmasked, I’m Kasey,” | said. 

“Taylor,” Taylor said. 

“Sophia,” Sophia said. 

“Really? | had no idea,” Amy drawled. 

“Shut the fuck up and introduce yourself, Amy.” 

“Make me.” 

“This is Amy,” Sophia said. 

“Introducing me isn’t the same as making me introduce myself.” 
“It’s a hell of a lot easier, though.” 


“Whatever. How the hell did a bunch of friends end up on both sides 
of a cape fight?” 


“She wasn’t my friend,” Taylor said. 


“Yeah, | thought the whole ‘kept kicking me while | was having a 
seizure’ made that pretty clear,” Sophia added. “Kasey knew my 
identity, but had kept mum on hers, for obvious reasons.” 


“You... took that revelation better than | was expecting, to be 
honest,” | said. 


“| wasn’t as surprised as | should have been,” she replied. “You can 
blame Vista for that.” 


“Why?” Amy asked. 
“Cause she recognized her voice at the fundraiser.” 
“When did Vista meet her, though? You know, out of costume?” 


“| visited Sophia at home a few days after the Teeth showed up,” | 
said. 


“That's kinda fucked,” Amy said. “You rob a bank, cripple her when 
she tries to stop you, and then kept pretending to be her friend? 
What the fuck?” 


“What the fuck was | gonna do?” | asked sharply. “Yeah, | know it’s 
fucked. | knew it was fucked. But... fuck, abandoning her at that 
point would be way worse.” 


“And we are friends,” Sophia said. “Hell, she’s a lot better friend than 
anyone else; those bitches bailed on me the moment | needed them. 
Besides, she didn’t mean to hurt me that bad.” 


“So?” Amy demanded. “Glory Girl didn’t mean to knock the pillar 
over, and no one’s giving her an inch of leeway for that!” 


“The pillar didn’t attack her first,” Taylor pointed out. 


“No, Flux did. You broke her wrist!” 


“It’s different when it’s a fight,” Sophia said. “If you opt into a cape 
fight, you don’t get to complain when someone hits you.” 


“You're defending her?” 
“Newsflash, Amy: your sister’s a bitch, too.” 
“Fuck you.” 


“But, yeah, | wasn’t too surprised,” Sophia said, turning back to me. 
“Skitter was a bigger shock, but hey, it answered my question, right?” 


“Question?” | asked. 

“| flat out asked you why Skitter kept kicking me, remember?” 
“| don't, actually.” 

“Okay, spill, what was the deal there?” Amy asked. 

“Sophia caused my trigger event,” Taylor said. 


“Deliberately,” Sophia added morosely. “I said | did some bad shit. 
That’s just one thing on a long list.” 


Amy sat there staring at us for a few minutes. “And you're friends 
why?” 


“Shared experience?” Taylor asked. 
“You're all ridiculous,” Amy muttered. 


“Yeah, we are,” | agreed. “But hey, maybe that’s what Beacon 
wanted you to see?” 


“That we’re just dumb kids doing stupid shit?” Taylor asked. 


“Exactly. Not every villain is a monster.” 


“Your ‘stupid shit’ involved robbing a bank,” Amy reminded us 
pointedly. “People could have died.” 


“At least we’re not drinking and driving,” | said. 


“Besides, the only reason anyone was in danger of dying was your 
sister’s fault, anyway,” Taylor said. 


Amy jabbed her cigarette at us again. “Felony Murder, bitch.” She... 
had us there, | guess. “Let’s not forget Flux has a damn body count 
anyway! How the hell did Armsmaster not arrest you for killing 
Night?” 

“Defense of self and others, probably,” Sophia chimed in. 

“| didn’t ask you.” 

“Defense of self and others, probably,” | repeated. 

“Oh, fuck off,” Amy grumbled. 


“Well, like | said, not every villain is equally bad.” 


“Yeah, you said that in the bank,” Amy said. “Again, if you care about 
not being ‘equally bad’, why be bad at all?” 


“Besides the fact that a sanctioned Protectorate cape traumatized 
me badly enough to trigger, you mean?” Taylor asked. 


“So what?” 


“Your turn to shut up, Penny,” Sophia snapped. “You don’t get to so 
what a trigger event just ’cause you're a second-gen.” 


“You don't get to write off my trigger event just cause my parents are 
capes!” Amy shot back. 


“Then maybe you ought to respect mine,” Taylor said. 


“That doesn’t excuse anything!” Amy ashed her burnt-out cigarette 
and lit a third, glaring at Taylor the whole time. “How did you know 
she was Shadow Stalker, anyway?” 

“| unmasked to her,” Sophia said. 

“Why?” 


“Cause she’d toughened up and | was impressed. | thought she’d be 
impressed. Instead, she broke my nose. Remember that?” 


“Did | heal that?” Amy asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“No, | don’t.” 

“My wrist?” 

“Nope,” Amy said. “Was that her, too?” 


“No, that was Kasey-” Sophia jabbed a thumb in my direction, “-a 
couple weeks before the bank.” 


“You fought Flux before the bank?” 


“No,” she said with exaggerated patience, “Il punched Kasey before 
the bank, and it was like punching a solid steel block.” 


“You punched me, actually,” Taylor said. 

“Whatever.” 

Amy sighed, blowing a large gust of smoke out into the evening air. 
“This story makes no fucking sense,” she told us. “What does it 


matter, anyway? It’s not like you have to join the Wards to be a 
hero.” 


“| know,” Taylor agreed. “I wanted to be a hero, after | got my 
powers... and then | learned that a hero had been the one to torture 
me until | snapped.” 


“Torture?” Amy repeated. She turned to Sophia. “What the fuck did 
you do to her?” 


“| bullied her for ages,” Sophia said, “then back in January, | shoved 
her into a locker full of garbage-” 


“Wait, that was was her? That was you? What the fuck!?” Amy 
yelled. “They had to call me out of school for that! She was 
completely septic! Jesus Christ, Stalker, what the fuck?” 


“You remember that?” Sophia asked. 


“Of course | fucking remember that! It was a real fucking start to the 
new year!” 


“You understand why | wanted to play for the other team, now?” 
Taylor asked. 


“Fuck.” Amy turned away, puffing quietly at her cigarette. “Yeah,” she 
admitted. “I kinda do.” Her next question went back to Sophia. “How 
the fuck did the Protectorate not crucify you for that?” 


“They never connected it to me,” Sophia said. “The school hushed it 
up on their own. | had an alibi arranged, but no one even bothered to 
ask.” 

“The school blamed me for the mess,” Taylor added. 


“That’s why you were so upset about Amy being blamed unfairly, 
isn’t it?” | asked Taylor, knowing full well that it was. 


“Yeah, exactly. It’s bullshit. Everyone sides with the pretty, popular 
girls and assumes the squeaky wheel is the problem.” 


“Sounds like Mom, all right,” Amy agreed. “She’s only got eyes for 
Vicky. Everyone only has eyes for Vicky, thanks to her fucking aura.” 


“| never felt it,” | said. “Il don’t know why, but it didn’t work on me at 
the bank, or at the fundraiser.” 


“Weird. You’re just some sort of weird Alexandria package, right?” 
“Not quite-” 


“Close enough. Point is, it’s not like your strength and flight should 
do anything to protect you, right?” 


“Not that | know of,” | said. “I mean, the aura just messes with 
neurotransmitters, right? It’s not as complicated as however real 
master effects work.” 


“Well, | guess? | dunno.” Amy waved her cigarette back and forth as 
she talked, leaving a looping trail blowing away into the twilight. 
“Master/Stranger effects are weird, because the brain is way too 
complicated for anyone to ‘edit’ that easily. It’s damn hard to study, 
too, since there’s basically no ethical way to deliberately expose 
someone to that sort of thing, so maybe you get an MRI of a 
confirmed victim now and again, but there’s never a control.” She 
paused, then shifted tracks back to the original topic. “But Vicky’s a 
shaker, so yeah, it’s probably just...” she trailed off, staring at her 
cigarette like she’d never seen one before. 


“Just what?” Taylor asked. 


“Just... neurotransmitters...” Amy said slowly, horror creeping into 
her voice. “Just neurotransmitters. Neurotransmitters.” She dropped 
the half-burnt cigarette on the floor and ashed it with considerably 
more force than the last one. “Fuck. Fuck! No wonder | smoke! Why 
did | never fucking ask?” 


“What?” Sophia asked. 


Oh, crap. 


Amy stood up and started pacing back and forth as she ranted. 
“Mom drinks, Dad never sticks to his meds. | always thought | was 
just good at hiding it, you know, can’t let Vicky know her sister’s a 
delinquent smoker. ‘Don’t smoke when Vicky’s around’ was always 
easy!” She threw up her hands as she declared, “My entire family 
are fucking addicts!” 


The three of us watched, poleaxed, as Panacea stood there, 
seemingly frozen mid-rant. It took a few seconds for her to start 
moving again, dropping her arms to her sides, then covering her face 
with her hands. “God damn it. She knew. She fucking knew, or at 
least she suspected.” 


“Glory Girl?” Sophia asked. 
“Carol?” | asked. 


“Beacon!” Panacea said. “She was being all... | dunno. Maternal, or 
something? And a few days before Leviathan, she said something 
about how | didn’t have to stay in my house, if | didn’t like the 
environment. | mean, Carol’s a witch, obviously, but she said some 
distance from Glory Girl might help me have a healthier relationship 
with my sister. You know, by detoxing! 


“And now I’m flipping out about it, and I’m angry about her not just 
coming out and saying something before she went all fuckin’ Captain 
Ahab on Leviathan even though | know she didn’t say anything 
because I'd start flipping out, and | really just want to punch 
someone!” 


| cleared my throat. “If you need to punch someone, I’m here. | can 
take a hit.” 


For a moment, | thought she was going to take me up on the offer, 
but she opted to slouch over and take her seat again instead. 
“Thanks for ruining anger for me forever,” Amy grumbled. “Yeah, | 


want to punch you, but what’s the point if you’re just gonna let me do 
it?” 


“Want a hug instead?” | offered, and got a middle finger in reply. 


Amy compulsively pulled out her box of cigarettes, then stopped and 
glared at it. “Mother fucker,” she muttered. 


“What?” Sophia asked. “What the hell are you ranting about?” 


“Glory Girl’s fucking aura,” Amy said, waving the box of cigs back 
and forth as she spoke. “It mucks with your serotonin and dopamine 
systems, probably a bunch of other stuff, too. Nicotine does the 
same shit. | was fucking drug-seeking. Needed something to take 
the edge off when | didn’t have the fucking aura cooking my brain.” 


“Can you cure addictions?” Taylor asked. 


Amy shook her head. “Even if | could affect myself, it wouldn’t help. | 
can balance out enzymes and reverse lung damage, but most of that 
shit’s in the brain.” She stuck the cigarettes back in her robe, then 
pulled out her lighter, which seemed to surprise her. Back into the 
robe it went. 


“It’s not like people can’t quit smoking without parahuman 
intervention,” | said. 


“Sucks, though,” she said. “What’s the point?” 
“Of quitting?” 


“No, | mean... fuck. Mom always made it simple. You know, people 
are either good or evil.” 


“Your mom isn’t exactly a great authority on morality,” | said. 
“Apparently.” She pulled out the pack of cigarettes again, noticed 


what she was doing, and stuffed it back in her pocket emphatically 
with a mutter of, “sonofabitch”. Amy folded her arms across her 


chest, hands clamped under her arms to keep them from wandering 
back for another cigarette. “It’s not like | was ever going to satisfy her 


anyway.” 
“You still did a lot of good,” | said. 


“Don't patronize me,” Amy said. “I know | did good. That’s all | ever 
tried to do. For what?” 


“You saved my life,” Sophia said. 
“| kept you alive,” Amy corrected her. “I didn’t heal you.” 
“You couldn't.” 


| held my breath. This was the moment, if there was one, for 
Panacea to come clean on her abilities. On her rules. 


Amy remained silent. 
“Heads up, Stalker,” Taylor said. “You might want to mask up.” 


“Why just me?” Sophia asked, already tucking her hair back into her 
cloak in preparation. 


“Because we've got a teammate incoming.” 


Indeed, the door opened to reveal Tattletale... probably. It was 
scarily hard to tell Lisa and Diane apart if they weren't speaking. 


Judging by Tattletale’s double-take at our little meeting, this was the 
‘real deal’. “Il swear | walk into the weirdest shit,” she said as she 


walked over and sat down next to Skitter. “What’s the pow-wow 
about?” 


“Didn't see this coming?” Panacea asked. 


“| was looking for Flux. Flux, why is your mask off?” 


“Because we're all friends up here anyway, and Taylor can see 
anyone coming up the stairs in advance.” 


She looked between Taylor and I, then rolled her eyes and took her 
own mask off. “When in Rome...” 


“Cool,” Stalker said, ditching her own mask again. “Hate talking to 
people with this thing on. Means they can’t tell when I’m glaring at 
them.” 


“You're always glaring anyway,” Amy said as she took out another 
cigarette. “Motherfucker,” she mumbled, glaring at her own 
treacherous hands. “I swear to god, this is some serious bullshit.” 


“Quitting?” Lisa asked. 

“You tell me, ‘Tattletale’.” 

She paused for a moment. “Wow,” Lisa said. “That’s some fucking 
baggage, right there. You haven't seen your sister since the fight. 
Too busy healing, gotta take the edge off. You’re up from a 
‘sometimes’ smoker to a pack a day-” 


“Holy fuck, bitch, that was not an invitation to dive into my damn 
biography,” Amy snapped. 


“Your biography would start with your father,” Lisa shot back. 


“Lisa!” | yelled in consternation. This entire conversation was going 
very, very wrong! 


“Shut up, Flux,” Amy said. “Let her loose, | want to hear it.” 


Lisa looked back and forth between Amy and | for a moment, before 
sighing and pulling a phial out of her pocket, which she took like a 
shot. Wow, she’d saved that since the Bank... and decided she 
needed it now. 


“Let’s not start with your father,” Lisa said. “Let’s get Freud in here 
and start with your supposed ‘mother’ instead. Carol Dallon, aka 
Brandish. Displays behavior consistent with narcissistic personality 
disorder, as well as significant trust issues stemming from Stockholm 
Syndrome related to her trigger event. Refused to adopt a recently- 
orphaned girl in one of the few wise decisions she'd ever made, 
before giving in to pressure and doing it anyway-” 


“Are you just going to sit around roasting Mom?” Amy asked. 
“Because | want in on this. Oh, how about, ‘Never bothered trying to 
actually act like a mother to her new daughter, even after raising her 
for years?” 


“Trusted her biological daughter implicitly because of a twisted sense 
of possession due to having carried her to term, which she uses as a 
substitute for understanding healthy relationships on any level.” 


“Thinks her adopted girl is a ticking time bomb that’s going to throw 
all her wonderful parenting back in her face one of these days and 
ruin the family name.” 


| turned to Taylor slowly, absolutely baffled by the current 
conversation. 


“Is this... going well?” she whispered. 

“| think so,” | whispered back. Lisa and Amy were really going at it, 
so | pulled out my phone and started texting as | listened with half an 
ear. 


“Completely unable to take responsibility for her own flaws and 
biases,” Lisa continued. 


“Thinks having a glass of wine before bed every night is a lifestyle 
and not an addiction.” 


“Uses her legal background like a brute uses a slab of pavement.” 


“Treats the top healer in the city with less respect than a pill 
dispenser.” 


“Thinks...” Lisa stopped, face twisted like she’d tasted something 
bitter. 


“What?” 
“Nothing.” 
“What?” Amy repeated. 


Lisa grimaced, then said, “Thinks having a supervillain as a father 
makes you intrinsically, inevitably evil.” 


Amy chuckled bitterly. “You think | don’t know that?” she asked. 
“| was going to say a name,” Lisa admitted. 

“Might as well tell me. Ten to one it’s Marquis, anyway.” 

“Yeah. Marquis.” 


“Wasn't a hard guess.” Amy pulled out the pack of cigarettes and 
tapped one out. She stopped, scowled at the cig, then threw it 
across the roof in disgust. “Ugh. | fucking hate this. It’s all fucked.” 


“What is?” Taylor asked. 


“Life. My powers. Everything. | never wanted powers, and when | 
triggered... well, New Wave, right? It was public. | got attention. You 
think | chose the name Panacea? ‘Cure all’? No, that was the label 
Mom gave me. The miracle girl who could cure anything.” Amy 
pinched the chest of her robe away from her body, holding the fabric 
up to better display the large red cross there. 


“There are other parahuman healers, but they’re rare, very rare, and 
most of them are focused on injuries. They can’t cure cancer, or MS, 
or HIV. | can. So | have to. How am | supposed to accept just... not 


saving people? People who will die because | wanted to go to the 
movies, or sleep in, or have a life? 


“But the fact is, | don’t heal that many people. | can’t. It’s not like | 
can just touch someone and be done; | have to pay attention, make 
sure | do it right. | can cure cancer, but that means hunting down 
every last cancer cell, fixing all the damage from chemotherapy, 
maybe cleaning up cell damage from carcinogens so it doesn’t just 
come back, all sorts of stuff. It takes time. Too much time. | could 
work twenty hours a day, having someone teleport me from hospital 
to hospital, and | wouldn’t make a dent in the terminal and incurable 
cases.” 


She took a moment to wipe her eyes on her scarf. “I hate the 
responsibility,” she continued. “I feel like I’m failing people. | feel like 
every moment I’m not healing people is like abandoning someone to 
die. | go home at night and lie awake thinking about the patient who 
dies because | didn’t stay for one. More. Case. So | go back the next 
day, and | heal, and heal, and heal, until it all blurs together. And 
everyone’s so thankful, and grateful, and | hate it, because...” The 
words caught in her throat. Amy wiped her face again, her hands 
balling into fists where she’d grabbed her scarf. 


“You hate healing,” Lisa said. 


“| hate healing,” Amy whispered. “I hate having to heal. All the 
gratitude and shit just reminds me that I'll never get to have a life as 
long as there’s more people who need me.” 


Taylor asked, “What about, | don’t know, medical research? Couldn't 
you help people that way, and still have time for yourself?” 


“| don’t have the background,” Amy explained. “I can ‘make biology 
happen’, but | can’t design a magic ‘universal anti-cancer antibody’ 
or anything. That’s tinkertech stuff. If someone invents one, | could 
probably synthesize it, but | don’t work like that.” 


“It doesn’t have to be a universal antibody,” Lisa pointed out. “An 
antibody that can cure one specific type of cancer would be a huge 
boon.” 


“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Amy said. “Any time | ‘earn’ for myself by 
mass-producing cancer cures would be spent... | don’t know, curing 
chronic pain, or nerve damage, or regrowing limbs for amputees, or 
something. It never ends.” 


“Because it’s not about how many people you heal,” Lisa continued. 
“It's about the fact that there are still people left to help.” 


“Yeah. And that’s wrong, too, because obviously | should be trying to 
help as many people as | can-” 


“It's okay to be selfish,” Lisa interrupted. “I know you think in black 
and white-you can blame your bitch of a mom for that-but choosing 
yourself sometimes doesn’t make you a monster. Most doctors do 
less in a month than you do in an hour, and they’re still able to go 
home satisfied that they’ve made the world a better place, right?” 


“They have peers. Coworkers. I’m unique. | don’t have anyone to 
take over for me when | go off shift. How can | feel okay with sitting 
around watching cartoons when there are so many more people who 
only | can help?” 


“You don’t owe the world anything,” Lisa said. “You don’t have to 
heal. Hell, if | had your power, I’d have become the richest, bitchiest 
doctor in the world, so you’re already a hell of a lot better a person 
than | am.” 


“Some victory that is,” Amy muttered. Lisa flipped her off, and was 
flipped off in return. “I can’t stop. | can’t stand the thought of just 
standing by.” 


“That's actually the same reason I’m still a villain, sort of,” Taylor said 
slowly. “Il became a villain because | wanted to lash out. I'd just 
learned that it had been a hero who'd done those things to me. | 


blamed the whole organization; they were either incompetently 
ignorant or maliciously uncaring of all the shit she did. | wanted to 
fight the Protectorate, hurt them, just... lash out. 


“But once | calmed down... | realized that | wasn’t a hero at heart. | 
made an impulsive decision to go black-hat, but | fit there. Take the 
whole Teeth thing a couple weeks ago; if I'd been a Ward, | would 
have been sidelined for the whole thing. Even the Protectorate 
heroes didn’t accomplish a damn thing.” 


“There are rules for a reason,” Amy said. “Due processes. Civil 
rights.” 


“Yeah, sure, the country would be a shithole without 'em,” Taylor 
agreed. “I’m not saying that it’s right that we ignore that. I’m saying 
that I’m a villain because | ignore them anyway. | can’t accept just 
sitting around idle, even if it’s the right thing to do.” 


Sophia pantomimed a toast to her words. 


“SO you're saying you went villain just because you don’t want to 
follow the rules?” Amy asked. 


“| went villain because | follow my own rules. Yeah, | stole from a 
bank and covered people in spiders to take them hostage, but...” 
Taylor paused, thinking. “I don’t feel guilty enough about that to stop. 
No one died. They wouldn't have even been in danger at all, if the 
heroes had been more careful. So maybe my rule just stops at killing 
and dealing drugs, or whatever. Wherever it is, | can still sleep at 
night.” 


Amy tapped her foot restlessly against the roof as she stared out into 
space. | opened my mouth to ask a question, but a look from 
Tattletale shut me up and let Amy think. 


“You can sleep at night,” she said. “All you have to do is say, ‘I didn’t 
murder anyone today’, and that makes you feel like a good person?” 


“| never claimed to be a good person,” Taylor said. “Il guess... as 
long as I’m not the worst person, | can live with myself.” 


No one had anything to add to that. We sat there in silence, each 
with our own thoughts. Amy had taken this entire conversation better 
than I’d expected, especially the revelations about Marquis and 
Glory Girl’s aura, but | wasn’t sure how much of that was just her 
being really good at repressing her problems. I’d have to ask Lisa 
about that afterwards, if the Journal didn’t offer enough insight. 


Taylor was the one to finally change the subject. “Say, Lisa, did you 
get a look at Leviathan?” 


“While he was alive, you mean?” Lisa asked. 


“No, | don’t care about that. | got a way closer look than I'd ever 
want. | was actually wondering if you could figure out how Beacon 
killed him.” 


Tattletale glanced around the rooftop, then lowered her voice and 
said, “She didn’t. It’s a cover-up for something weird.” 


“A cover-up?” Amy repeated dubiously. 

“What does ‘weird’ mean?” Sophia asked. 

“Yeah, a cover-up. Beacon died miles away from the corpse, and the 
Protectorate messed with the records so they could claim she did it. 
They needed an explanation for the public for why an Endbringer 
had just died. 

“Which leads into the weird: the Protectorate doesn’t know why he’s 
dead. They don’t know. Some crazy cape, or projection, or 
something, just rolled up and executed the bastard with no warning.” 
“Bullshit,” Amy said. 


“No shit. I’m a thinker, Ames, | Know my shit. Some mystery cape 
just assassinated an Endbringer and no one’s talking about what the 


hell happened. You know the saying that three can keep a secret if 
two are dead?” Lisa was growing audibly more frustrated as she 
spoke. “Well I’m a goddamn thinker, and they are keeping the secret. 
There’s at most one person in the entire PRT and Protectorate who 
knows what actually happened, and if they exist, they aren’t talking!” 


“Could it be the ‘Mystery Assassin’ PHO has been going on about?” 
Sophia asked. 


“No, | met her. This someone else.” 
“Wha-!?” 


“As for the corpse,” Lisa continued, giving no one a chance to 
question that bombshell, “yeah, | actually just came back from 
sneaking through the cordon, and the wound is fucky. | can’t make 
heads or tails of it! The cut doesn’t exist. There’s nothing there, it’s... 
it’s like someone used the concept of a weapon to create the idea of 
a wound. It’s bullshit, and it gave me a massive headache just 
looking at it.” Taylor had both eyebrows up as high as they could go, 
while Sophia was shaking her head in disbelief. 


Amy just sighed and moved on. “Figures it takes an impossible cape 
using an impossible weapon to inflict an impossible wound before 
you can kill an Endbringer,” she grumbled as she pulled out her pack 
of cigarettes and stuck one in her mouth. She made it all the way to 
point of pulling out the lighter before she noticed that she’d done it 
again and spit the cigarette out with a cry of, “For fuck’s sake!” 


Sophia leaned over and grabbed the pack out of her lap. “If you don’t 
want to smoke, ditch the cigarettes. It’s not that- holy fuck!” she 
yelled as Scion arrived behind her with a sonic boom that caused her 
to drop the pack of cigarettes off the roof in her startled flailing. 
“What the-holy shit.” 


“Holy shit,” Amy agreed. 


Scion, of course, said nothing as he raised a hand and bathed our 
entire group in white light before turning and disappearing at mach 
eight across the Atlantic Ocean. 


Amy and Sophia stared after him, then turned to Lisa, who was 
resting her head in her hands. “What the fuck was that?” Amy asked. 


“Scion just flew all the way across the Atlantic to cure your nicotine 
addiction,” Lisa told the floor. “I fucking hate this timeline.” 
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Chapter 45: Skirmish 


Chapter 45: Skirmish 


Faultline’s Crew had been out of town during the battle-off in Las 
Vegas, as I’d suspected-and had rushed home to a city in ruins. 
Palanquin was high enough on the north hills that the waves hadn’t 
reached it, so only the unusual wind and rain had caused damage at 
all. It had been hit by the disaster all the same; the mood of the city 
wasn’t really right for clubbing, and the roof had been damaged and 
needed repair, so the club was dark and abandoned-looking. 


| let myself in the back door with my key and headed towards the 
guest room I'd been given. Melanie met me on the way, one arm still 
in a sling. “Kasey,” she called. “Good to see you!” 

“You too, Melanie!” | said, taking her clasped hand. We pulled each 
other close until our shoulders almost touched in a weird sort of 
contact-free hug. “You chose a good time to be out of the city!” 


“| guess so,” she said. “I’m not sure we could have refused to fight, if 
we'd been here. | heard you ripped a piece off the bastard?” 


“Well, he ripped himself free of me, | guess. Got a couple feet of his 
tail. I’m currently suing the Protectorate to let me keep it.” 


Melanie laughed at my ‘joke’. 


“I’m serious,” | said. “The Protectorate recovered the chunk, and I’m 
suing for salvage.” 


“You're insane.” 


“Clearly,” | agreed. “Got time for business?” 


Melanie nodded in the direction of her office, and | tagged along 
back down the hallway I’d come from. “Did you lose anyone?” she 
asked softly as she opened the door into her office. “I know your 
team survived, but what about your family? Friends?” 


“All alive,” | said, then corrected myself to, “well, no one died 
recently.” 


“That's good... ish?” She reached into her desk and pulled out one 
of the half-face welding-style masks she used, slipping it on one- 
handed. 


“So,” Faultline said, “business.” 
“Business,” | agreed. 


“| spoke with... ‘Coil’,” she said. “I'll be frank. With the kind of support 
you're offering, you can absolutely afford us. The city may have 
gotten off lightly in the human toll, relatively speaking, but with the 
roads ruined and utilities out across most of the city, everyone’s 
going to need what you’ve got, not to mention your more... specialist 
offers. I’m more concerned about your plan.” 


| raised an eyebrow. “You don't think it’s going to work?” 
“| think it’s stupidly risky, wildly optimistic, and that your brush with 
the White Hats a couple weeks ago has given you a false sense of 


security. It’s not a precedent, Kasey. They’re not going to let you go 
again.” 


“They will,” | said. 


Faultline scoffed. “Well, it's your skin on the line. We’re not going up 
against the Protectorate for you.” 


“You won't have to. You don’t need to go up against the gangs, 
either. That’s our fight.” 


“Then you’d better make sure they don’t have a reason to come 
here,” she said, “or you'll be paying us combat rates regardless.” 


“lll do my best,” | said. “Even if we move the portal point, the other 
gangs might notice you’re not hurting for supplies.” 


“If they come after us for our stuff, that’s on us,” she said. “Just make 
sure you don’t blow any leaves onto our lawn, would you?” 


“Right. You said you talked to Coil, so assume you’ve worked out a 
rate?” 


“We have. Mostly in material goods, given the circumstances, but 
she’s been fair with us thus far.” Faultline hesitated. “She also 
offered some... unique services.” 


“Medical?” | asked. 

“Medical aid, information... and a specialist who could help Ellie.” 
Ellie. Labyrinth. The shaker ten with some sort of crippling 
dissociative disorder brought on by her trigger event or her powers 
themselves. 


“How much did she say?” 


“Not much. She was being damn cagey, and then told me to ‘ask 
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Flux if you’ve got an open mind’. 


| groaned. “People say | make too many puns... right, well, she’s not 
wrong. You may not like this.” 


Faultline put her elbows up on the desk and crossed her arms as 
best she could with the sling in the way. “Hit me.” 


“We have a telepath. Not Tattletale’s tricks, an honest, two-way 
telepath with training in therapy and mental health services.” 


She paled slightly. “You keep an actual telepath around? Can you tell 
when she’s reading you?” 


“No,” | said honestly. 
“Can you tell when she’s writing to you?” 
“She makes it obvious.” 


“Fucking hell,” Faultline muttered. “You realize | would have to be 
crazy to let someone like that anywhere near my team, right?” 


“| was afraid you’d say that,” | said. She wasn’t even wrong, really. “I 
can swear up and down she’s reliable and discreet, but | understand 
if that’s not enough.” 

“It’s not.” 

“Is there anything that could help convince you she’s trustworthy?” 
“Nothing comes to mind,” she said immediately. 

“Right.” | sighed. “We have a deal, though?” 

“Yes. You can keep using the Palanquin as your local headquarters 
and ‘portal point’, though we’d appreciate it if you were subtle about 
it. In exchange, we get paid in cash, can import a set volume of 
goods every week, get access to the healers and information brokers 
involved in your weird conspiracy, and generally stay out of your way. 
That sound about right?” 

“Yeah, sounds right.” 


“Great.” She unfolded her arms and offered me a handshake. 
“Happy to be working with you again, Kasey.” 


“Likewise,” | said with a smile. 


We shook hands, and the pact was sealed. 
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Skitter and | had both been looking closely at the ABB ever since the 
Endbringer Fight. Shinigami had fallen after removing a good ten 
percent of Leviathan’s mass in a single shot-or around a quarter of 
his volume, given Endbringer Fuckery-but the triple threat of Lung, 
Oni Lee, and Seki was still intimidating in the extreme. It was only a 
matter of time until they decided to put pressure on us, given how 
blatantly we were flaunting our riches. 


Thus, | was almost completely blindsided when the Merchants 
decided to attack my supply distribution point. Too bad for them our 
thinkers were just that good. | could have buried my head in the sand 
and still have had enough warning to show them off without too 
much fuss. As it was, the fight was barely worth the title. 


The potluck plans had finally borne fruit-on Sunday, appropriately 
enough. Emily was kind enough to buy a large amount of food in 
Philadelphia and shove it into the Warehouse for me, along with a 
half dozen portable stoves and barbecues. People started showing 
up to the party the moment the food hit the grill, and by the time the 
first plates came out the mood was downright festive. Someone had 
brought out a guitar, filling the night with heartfelt if amateur music, 
and to make things just a little easier on me, Assault and Battery had 
dropped by to say ‘hi’ and sample the food. 


| hopped off the cargo container and intercepted the pair the moment 
| saw them enter the Lord Street Plaza-as | had come to think of the 
former Market. | wasn’t terribly worried, given that Assault was 
wearing his usual shit-eating grin and walking around like he hadn't a 
care in the world, but | wanted to be sure we weren't about to make 
a scene. 


“Battery, Assault,” | said as | nodded to the pair. “What brings you out 
here?” 


“You put our names backwards just to annoy me,” Assault said. 


“Yup. Now, what brings you up to our neck of the woods?” 
“Would you believe we got a noise complaint?” 


“Given the state of phone service in the city, I’m going to go with 
‘no’.” 


Assault turned to his partner and said, “Well, | tried.” 
| decided to stay on the banter offensive rather than help him set up 


his next joke. “If the PRT aren’t feeding you guys, you’re welcome to 
help yourselves. This /s a charity, after all.” 


That seemed to win him over. “Don’t mind if | do,” he said, walking 
up to the nearest table and helping himself to a paper plate of stir- 
fried vegetables and grilled chicken. | grinned at the crowd’s 
reaction; people still weren't comfortable around me, but 
Protectorate Heroes were far more approachable, and people were 
already pressing in for a closer look. 


“Putting your ill-gotten gains to good use,” Battery said, looking 
around at the cook-out. “You’ve got quite the supply line set up.” 


“It helps when you can fly shipping containers around like personal 
cargo jets,” | said. 


“That doesn’t change the problem of loading them, unless you’re 
stealing them off cargo ships.” 


“Should | be worried about receiving stolen goods?” Assault asked 
around a mouthful of food. 


| shook my head. “This stuff’s paid for,” | said. 
“With stolen money?” he asked. 


“Well, profit is theft.” 


Assault rolled his eyes. “What are they teaching you kids these 
days?” 


“The point stands,” Battery said. “You’re not going to get a pass on 
stealing, no matter what you use the money for.” 


“Robin Hood was the hero of his stories, though,” | said. Battery 
folded her arms and fixed me with a level look. “Fine. The money 
paying for this was all earned legally, although robbing banks might 
be a more honest living.” 


“Boss!” someone yelled. | turned to see Taylor hurrying through the 
square. “Boss! We’ve got trouble!” 


“I'll be right back,” | told the pair, then met her halfway and dragged 
her off behind the shipping container. Taylor was in her civvies, 
looking like any other unimportant gofer. She was good at acting the 
part as well, fidgeting nervously at my attention. It was a far cry from 
the impassive stare of her cape persona. 


“What's the problem?” | asked. 


“Tattletale said the Merchants were going to make a move on your 
party.” 


| glanced around to make sure no one was listening in. Nothing we 
were going to say should implicate Taylor as Skitter, but she was still 
outing herself as a supposedly unpowered flunky. We were out of 
sight of the party, but to my annoyance, Assault and Battery had 
followed us and were standing a conveniently eavesdrop-able 
distance away. | moved slightly to put myself between the 
Protectorate capes and the civvie whose identity was very much not 
part of the unspoken rules of identity-which wasn’t really fair, but it 
was what it was. 


“Short notice,” | grumbled. 


“It's an impulsive thing. They only just heard about it.” 


“How soon are they going to show up?” 


Taylor made a show of checking her phone. “Five minutes, or maybe 
twenty; it took me a while to get here.” 


“| don’t suppose there’s any chance we could just invite them to the 
table?” 


“Tattletale didn’t think so.” 

“Figures.” | thought about it for a moment, then said, “I! might as well 
ask anyway. Can always shoot later. Did she say where they’re 
coming from?” 


“Uh... south... west?” 


“Thanks.” | glanced back at the two heroes. “You should probably 
head back to... where do you live?” 


“The Boardwalk-Skitter’s territory. She should be heading up here 
already, but she sent me ahead to make sure you got the message 
in time.” 

“Right, okay. Off you go.” Taylor took off like she’d rather be literally 
anywhere else, and | turned to Assault and Battery and waved them 
over. “You heard that?” 

“Heard what?” Assault asked. 

“We heard,” Battery admitted. 

“You mind looking after the party while | head off?” 


“| could be convinced,” Assault drawled, waving his empty plate 
around. 


“Course you can,” | said, then looked at Battery. 


“I'd like to tag along and observe, if you don’t mind,” she said. 


“Observe only?” 
“I’m not going to help you.” 


“As long as you don’t try to arrest me, you’re welcome to watch.” 
Thinking of Taylor, | added, “And I’d appreciate if you left anyone you 
see working with me out of your reports.” 


“Can’t blame people for playing the hand they’re dealt,” Assault said. 


“We’re not here to make a list of conspirators,” Battery agreed, “and 
cooking and running messages aren't crimes.” 


Assault immediately quipped, “PRT cafeteria cooking is definitely a 
crime.” 


“I'll be right back,” | told them, then vaulted the cargo container. At 
least some people were getting used to me, since | landed among 
the cooks without anyone batting an eye. “I’m going to go see about 
some trouble brewing,” | said to Delilah, a matronly woman who 
looked like she should be baking cookies for her grandkids rather 
than overseeing an outdoor refugee kitchen. “Assault’s going to stick 
around, but just in case, you have my phone number, right?” 


“We do,” she said. “We’re good here. Happy people don’t make too 
much fuss.” 


“| hope you're right.” | hopped back over the container to find Assault 
and Battery in whispered conversation. “I’m heading out. Battery, 
you'll probably want to stay out of sight if you don’t want to get 
dragged into whatever’s going to happen.” 


“| know how this works,” she said. “I'll stay out of the way unless | 
think you or your enemies are going to cross a line.” Don’t kill 
anyone or we'll have problems was the clear message. 


“Great,” | said, opting to ignore the implied threat. “We’re heading 
southwest.” 


We'd only gone a block or two before Skitter made her presence 
known, putting up arrows made of bugs to guide me towards the 
Merchants. Battery roof-hopped a bit when the buildings were intact 
enough, but mostly shadowed me a block or so behind. 


| finally ran into the Merchant party just under a mile away from the 
market. They were a motley bunch, looking a lot like the Teeth we’d 
sent packing a couple weeks ago. | did feel there was something a 
bit more ‘honest’ about their a-punk-alypse style, considering the 
circumstances, but it was still not a good look. 


Even though they’d come looking for trouble, it weren’t for the 
weapons, I’d probably have just let them have a seat at the table and 
sorted out the troublemakers then. Too bad the nail-spiked bats, tire 
irons, chains, and occasional firearm made that an obvious non- 
starter. 


“Well, well, well,” one of the gangsters said, a skeletal, pasty-skinned 
man doing his best to rock the Mad Max meth-addict look. “Looks 
like e’erybody ain’t welcome after all.” 


“I’m here for the weapons,” | said. “Drop them, and we'll see about 
getting you fed.” 


“Fed?” the man asked. “We ain't here for food, ya dumb cunt. Where 
you keeping your shit?” 


“We don’t deal in drugs.” 


“Yeah, no shit,” he said. “Ain’t no drugs anywhere ‘round here. We 
after your cash.” 


| raised my hand to my face in exasperation. “Right. Here’s how this 
is going to go. Everyone who wants to eat drops their weapons and 
heads towards the market. Everyone else ends up in the hospital. 
Capiche?” 


“Break her,” the spokesman said, and then | went flying into the 
building on one side of the street. Then into the building on the other 
side of the street. Then into the street itself, then high into the sky, 
then back into the ground. 


| grit my teeth in frustration as | peeled myself off the asphalt. It didn’t 
hurt, but | couldn’t wrestle with telekinesis. “You realize that this is 
going to go very badly for you, right?” | asked. The only response | 
got was being sent flying, and this time, they didn’t bother spiking me 
into the ground again. | landed half a mile away and picked myself 
up with a shake of my head. 


Well, they can’t say | didn’t warn them. 


| didn’t bother running; | wasn’t in any rush to get knocked around 
again. I'd done my part-acting as a target so their cape could show 
off their power-and now Skitter could clean up. 


By the time | got back to the group, the bugs had spoken. Most of 
the merchants had scattered, but the cape-a young kid with a rag 
over his face and a ratty tee-shirt with a T spray-painted on it-hadn’t 
been so lucky. Skitter had tripped and bound him with spider silk, 
then gone to town with fire ants. 


He wasn’t the only one; four other gangsters were also on the 
ground, moaning in pain. Judging from the carnage, T-boy had 
lashed out with his power when the insects descended. This was 
friendly fire. Typical Merchants, really. 


A humanoid cluster of bugs ‘stood’ at the center of the damage, 
surveying its domain. “PRT coming,” the swarm buzzed. 


“Thanks.” 


| took a look at the casualties and found Mad Meth lying against the 
side of a building. He looked like he’d been hit by a car, and probably 
felt worse, since that hadn’t spared him from the bug bites. “Hey, 


dipshit,” | said, leaning down into his field of vision. “You learn 
something here today?” 


“Fuck you,” he wheezed. 


“Didn't think so.” | turned back to the swarm body. “Thanks for the 
assist. You got this?” 


“eh Yes. ih 


“Great. I’m going to head back and make sure my people weren't 
disturbed.” 


“Good.” 


“That wasn’t what | expected,” Battery said once we were out of sight 
of the remaining Merchants. 


“You mean me getting batted out of the park?” 


“Yeah.” She hesitated, then said, “I think | understand why your team 
iS SO SCary, now.” 


“Scary?” 


“Yeah. You have three high-tier combat capes backed by three 
strong supporting players. I’m not looking forward to going up 
against that.” 


| didn’t have anything to say to that, so | just nodded and focused on 
our walk. 


As it turned out, barely anyone at the party had even noticed I'd left. 
Assault had made himself the center of attention, and | shamelessly 
joined in in an earnest attempt to seem a little less scary to the 
people | was trying to help. Then it was time for them to go back to 
work. 


“Oh, | almost forgot,” Assault whispered as | escorted the pair 
through the crowd. “Armsmaster wants to discuss, quote, ‘what you 
said at the Memorial’, end-quote.” 


“Good. What’s the best way to send him a video?” 


“Email, probably,” he said with a shrug. “Why are you sharing home 
movies with the boss?” 


“It’s from the Endbringer battle.” 
"Obs 

He left the issue alone after that. 
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Skitter crept in about half an hour after the heroes left, and | hopped 
off my perch again for a quick chat on the edges of the ‘square’. 


“PRT picked up the cape,” she said. “Apparently he calls himself 
‘Tosser’.” 


| facepalmed. “That has to be intentional, right?” 


“Their old boss called himself Skidmark. Your guess is as good as 
mine.” 


“You call them in?” | asked. 


“| would have, but | didn’t need to. | could hear Battery calling it in 
already.” 


“That why you didn’t show yourself?” 


Skitter lowered her voice. “I don’t think she would have tried to arrest 
me, but she did see your ‘minion’ running around.” 


| sighed. “Yeah. Sorry about that.” 


“It’s fine. | wouldn’t have shown up out of costume if I’d known they’d 
be here, but the timing was a little tight already, and | didn’t want to 
waste time finding a place to change. | decided to take the risk.” 


“You're pretty convincing in the role of unpowered help, though.” 


“I’ve had a lot of practice acting like a victim,” Skitter grumbled. She 
looked over at the buffet spread out on the folding tables I’d brought 
and decided to change the subject. “Seems like things are going 
well.” 


“As well as they can,” | agreed. “I’ve had to crack some heads, you 
know, people stealing supplies and whatnot. Mostly peaceful... or at 
least not much worse than it used to be.” 


“They say society is only three square meals from collapsing,” Skitter 
said. “We’ve made sure they have those meals.” 


Back in the market square, people were beginning to clean up. The 
leftover food was being portioned out and packaged, along with ice. 
We didn’t have power-people were too spread out for generators to 
be efficient-so iceboxes were back in fashion. My powers made 
freezing water extremely easy, so | didn’t even have to import the ice 
pre-frozen. 


“| wonder if people are rating our territories on PHO,” | said. “‘Crime 
is low, but the food is bland. Six out of ten.” 


Skitter just shrugged. 

| coughed self-consciously. “Anything else new?” 

“I’ve been using those swarm bodies a lot, making it out like ’ma 
changer, too. Hopefully people will stop trying to shoot me before 


they get a bead on me.” 


“You're being shot at?” | asked in alarm. 


“Only the decoys,” Skitter said. “That’s one of the reasons I’m 
working on the changer deception. | want people to think guns won’t 
work on me at all.” 

“So they bring flamethrowers instead?” 

“Really?” she drawled. “I was hoping you'd say ‘that’s smart’ or 
‘good, I'd hate for you to get hurt’, but no, you immediately jump to 
flamethrowers.” 


“Sorry,” | lied. “Hey, speaking of flamethrowers, you see any of the 
ABB capes yet?” 


“Talked to the illusionist yesterday.” 
“Talked?” 


“He claimed he’s not happy with Lung’s leadership,” she explained. 
“Tats thinks he’s telling the truth.” 


“He’s looking to betray his boss?” 


“He’s not that bold. Betrayal by inaction, at best, but at least we can 
try to formulate a plan for the other two.” 


| nodded eagerly. “I can handle Lung easily, if | don’t have to worry 
about my senses being screwed with.” 


“Careful, Flux,” Skitter warned me. “Pride goeth.” 

“Falling is literally my superpower,” | pointed out. 

“It is not.” 

“It totally is.” | grinned. “Anyway, if you’re serious that Seki isn’t going 
to intervene, | can just call Lung out online and throw down 


somewhere that’s already wrecked.” 


“You think Lung reads PHO?” 


“| think enough of his underlings do that they’d pass it along.” 
“Maybe,” she said. “Well, | should get back to my territory.” 
We said our goodbyes, and then she did. 

---X==X==X--- 


The day after my scuffle with the Merchants, | walked into the PRT 
building to deal with an entirely different problem: Glory Girl. 


The PRT office was another building to stubbornly weather the 
storm. Impressive, since it was right on Lord Street near the water, 
fully exposed to Leviathan’s waves, but not unexpected. The thing 
was supposed to withstand an attack from hostile capes, after all, 
and the collateral damage from an Endbringer was still less than a 
dedicated attack from a heavy-hitting villain. 


Armsmaster was already waiting in the lobby along with two faceless 
PRT troopers. “Flux,” he said as | walked in. 


“Armsmaster,” | said, nodding my head respectfully. He waved me 
forward, and we headed deeper into the building, out of the public 
eye. 


“| reviewed the video you sent,” he said with a scowl. “I must admit, it 
seems... incriminating. Do you know what you want to do?” 


“I’m not sure what I’m actually here for,” | admitted. “A ‘formal 
complaint’, | guess, but I’m not sure what that means.” 


“There’s not really a precedent for this. No one has ever tried to 
resolve a truce violation so... diplomatically.” Armsmaster paused. 
“Is there anything specific you're after?” 


“Not really. It’s petty of me, but | mostly just want her to admit that 
she fucked up and apologize.” 


“| don’t think demanding an apology is petty,” he said. “Especially for 
something as severe as this.” 


“Demanding an apology isn’t petty, but my reasons for doing it might 
be.” Wanting to rub someone’s nose in their mistake was about as 
petty as it got, in my view. 


“Perhaps.” He stopped in front of a door much like any other. “Before 
we enter, I’m going to have to ask that you surrender any weapons 
you might have.” 


| almost claimed | wasn’t armed, but then | remembered that | still 
had my Divine Weapon equipped under my armor. | popped the 
vambraces open, pulled the Bangles off, and handed them to one of 
the troopers. “That’s the only weapon I’m carrying.” 


“These are weapons?” the PRT trooper holding them asked. | 
thought | could detect a bit of concern through the distortion of the 
helmet. 


“They’re harmless if no one’s wearing them.” 
“If you say so,” they said. 


Armsmaster knocked on the door twice, then opened it and waved 
me inside. The room looked a lot like an interrogation room from 
every legal drama I'd ever watched. It might have been a bit larger 
than I’d have imagined, but it was spartan in the extreme, the walls 
and floors bare except for the full-length mirror that | was sure was 
one-way glass. Brandish and Glory Girl-in costume-were already 
sitting on one side of the bare metal table at the center. 


| took a seat across from Glory Girl, trying to ignore the sudden jitters 
| was feeling, while Armsmaster walked around to stand at the head 
of the table. “As the local head of the Protectorate, | have been 
called on to act as an arbiter for this complaint. Does either party 
have an objection?” 


He looked to me first. | cleared my throat nervously and said, “I do 
not.” 


“We do not,” Brandish agreed. 


“In order to fulfill my duties both as an impartial arbiter and to 
determine the facts of the case, | will be employing a lie detector of 
my own design. Does either party have an objection?” 


“| do not,” | said carefully. 


Brandish did. “Parahuman lie detectors are not considered reliable 
evidence,” she told Armsmaster. 


“As the arbiter, it is up to me to determine the truth of the situation, 
and | believe my technology reliable enough,” he said. “This is not a 
legal proceeding. Yet.” 


| pushed my nerves down and stuck to the script Tattletale had 
helped me with. “I believe a lie detector would benefit us, as it is 
largely my word against hers.” 


“We cannot trust the results,” Brandish said. 


“Any bias present should point against me, as it is a Protectorate- 
built device,” | argued. 


“| would strongly encourage you to accept,” Armsmaster said. “I have 
already taken a statement from Flux with the lie detector active. 
Refusing would weaken your case.” 


“That’s not how that works!” Brandish snapped. 


“It works as | say it works,” Armsmaster said. “You requested me for 
this. | consider the lie detector a good measure of fact. If you both 
appear to be telling the truth, then there are clearly more factors at 
play. If you refuse, | will have to treat your testimony as less reliable.” 


Brandish was not happy. “We wish to see the results of the device in 
real time for ourselves,” she said. “The raw results, not just your 
conclusions.” 


Armsmaster looked back at me. “I have no objection,” | said. 


“Very well.” He pulled a small device off his armor and placed it onto 
the table. After a moment’s calibration, it projected a holographic 
display above itself. 


The screen was divided into four different windows, one for each of 
us. A radial chart dominated each window; | couldn’t make out the 
more than a dozen labels around the edges of the star, since they 
were tiny and facing the New Wave capes, but | guessed they were 
things like heart rate and skin temperature, the sort of things you’d 
base a polygraph test on. 


The other major component in each window was a two-axis chart 
with a fading line trailing behind the point plotting ‘truth’ and 
‘confidence’. There was also a small window transcribing our words 
at the bottom, with a large numeral next to our most recent sentence. 
Both the radial and the two-axis charts had a plot matching that 
numeral, to show where the speaker had been at that moment. 


“The radar plot shows the raw data, such as it is. It measures 
common indicators of honesty,” he said. “The conclusion is displayed 
on the graph between ‘Truth’-the degree to which a statement is 
honest-and ‘Confidence’-the degree to which the software believes 
that the result is reliable. The actual process of analyzing the data is 
too complicated to display.” 


| watched the chart for him as he spoke. The radial chart barely 
moved, while the two-axis chart rose headed to the upper left corner- 
fully true, high confidence. So that’s how that works. 


“Anything else before we begin?” Armsmaster asked. 


“Yes,” Brandish said. “I request the present of Gallant, as his empath 
skills would help detect dishonesty.” 


“No,” | said immediately. “Gallant is not an impartial judge.” 
All eyes shot to me. 


“You accepted Armsmaster and the Protectorate as impartial,” 
Brandish said. 


“You’re not sleeping with Armsmaster,” | shot back, then bit my 
tongue. | needed to chill out. Brandish and Glory Girl were both 
turning red, and my danger sense was going haywire, but they 
weren't going to attack me with Armsmaster in the room, right? 


Unless this was a set-up- 
“Ahem!” Armsmaster said. “Flux, please control your temper.” 


“Sorry,” | said, then risked a glance at my graph. High confidence of 
moderate truth value. Huh. “I still object. Gallant and Glory Girl’s 
relationship creates a conflict of interest.” 


“| am inclined to agree,” he said. 


Brandish was glaring daggers at me, which was making the hairs on 
my neck stand up, but she didn’t argue further. 


“Now, then-” 
“One more thing,” Brandish said. “I don’t want this recorded.” 


“I'd feel a lot safer with a recording,” | said. “Especially since Glory 
Girl has already assaulted me unprovoked twice, and I’m 
outnumbered three to one.” 


“lam here to make sure nothing untoward happens,” Armsmaster 
said. 


“That’s good, but | don’t hear a reason | should turn it off.” 


“| want this mediation sealed,” Brandish said. “No recordings, 
NDAs-” 


“No NDAs,” | said. “That’s the only defense | have if the Protectorate 
and PRT try to screw me over.” 


“The NDAs won't cover the complaint, only what happens in this 
room.” 


“No. No NDAs.” 


“AS a compromise,” Armsmaster said, “we will proceed without 
NDAs, and Flux will disable her recording equipment.” 


“Acceptable,” Brandish said. 
“\Nait-” 


“Flux, please disable the recording features of your heads-up 
display,” he said. 


| recognized railroading when | see it. “Fine.” A poke to the menu 
switch and a few eye motions later, a blinking red circle with a slash 
through it appeared in the lower right corner of my vision. “I have 
disabled the recording features.” Truth. 


“With that out of the way,” Armsmaster said, “let’s move on to the 
complaint. Flux, you believe that Glory Girl intentionally interfered 
with you during the Endbringer fight in a way that endangered you.” 


“| do,” | said. 
“| want to hear it from her,” Brandish growled. 
| squeezed my hands into fists under the table, taking deep breaths 


and trying to cram my anxiety into a hole. Armsmaster nodded, so | 
spoke. “During one of the lulls in the fight, | believe Glory Girl 


deliberately struck me. As a direct result, | lost control of my flight 
and fell into the water, where | nearly drowned.” 


“It’s not my fault you can’t control your flight!” Glory Girl protested. | 
glanced at her and flinched. Brandish elbowed her as subtly as 
possible, which wasn’t very subtle at all. 


“Flux, would you mind explaining what happened?” Armsmaster 
asked. 


“| would, actually,” | said. “It may give away too many details of my 
power. It should be enough to say that | couldn’t recover.” 


“So we have to take your word for it,” Brandish said. 


“I. Could. Not. Recover,” | enunciated. The lie-detector showed a 
high confidence truth reading. 


“That isn’t proof.” 


Armsmaster cut in. “I have a statement from Aegis affirming that he 
needed to resuscitate Flux after dragging her out of the Bay. She 
was unconscious and unresponsive at the time. The fact that she 
was in danger of dying is not in dispute.” 


“But can you prove that Glory Girl was responsible?” 
“Flux provided video evidence.” 


“| reviewed the video,” Brandish said. “It proves that Glory Girl was 
present. Not that she hit her.” 


“How about we cut all the bullshit and ask her?” | asked. Damn, | 
was feeling the stress. Being surrounded by heroes was not fun. “I’m 
sorry,” | added, walking back my aggression a bit, “but she’s right 
there. We have a lie detector.” | looked at Glory Girl. “Did you hit me 
deliberately?” 


“You don’t have to answer that,” Brandish said immediately. Glory 
Girl looked like she was going to answer anyway, then shook her 
head. Her lie detector readout showed near Zero confidence, flying 
up and down the truth axis randomly. 


“Glory Girl,” Armsmaster said, “would you state for the record your 
interpretation of events?” 


“No comment,” she said. 


Armsmaster was scowling now, which did not bode well for her. “Do 
you deny the complaint?” 


“We do,” Brandish said. 


“Glory Girl,” Armsmaster said, “please state for the record your 
denial of the complaint.” 


“| did not intend to kill Flux,” she said. The lie detector reported a low 
confidence of mixed truth. 


“That's enough of that,” Brandish said, waving at the lie detector 
screen. 


“No, it’s not,” Armsmaster said. “Glory Girl, did you strike Flux during 
the Endbringer fight? If you refuse to answer, there will be no 
contradictory testimony to Flux’s claim.” 


“That’s not-” 


“Control yourself, Brandish,” he said. “Glory Girl, did you strike Flux 
during the Endbringer fight?” 


Glory Girl looked at her mom, who was busy glaring at Armsmaster, 
then said, “No.” Lie, high confidence. She turned red again as the 
hologram called her on her bullshit. 


Armsmaster cleared his throat. 


“Yes, | collided with Flux, but it was not intentional.” 


The plot started at truth, then flipped down to Iie, low confidence at 
the end. 


| bit back the urge to call her out on the //e result. “I wasn’t moving at 
the time,” | said instead. “That makes the collision her fault. As a 
direct result of that collision, | came within an inch of drowning. 
Regardless of her intentions, we’ve established that her action nearly 
killed me, yes?” 


Brandish immediately cut in, “No you-” 


“Yes,” Armsmaster said, cutting Brandish off mid-sentence. “I believe 
we have.” 


“’m not seeing any proof,” Brandish said. Her lie detector results 
were consistently below fifty percent confidence. At least they were 
mostly in the ‘true’ quadrant, but all that meant is that she believed 
what she was saying. 


“Glory Girl admitted that she collided with Flux. The video clearly 
shows the aftermath of the collision, and Aegis’s statement makes 
the final result clear. Do you have any evidence that would contradict 
any of those points?” 


“The burden of proof isn’t on us!” 


“No, it is not,” Armsmaster agreed. “However, | believe that Flux has 
fulfilled her burden of proof. We have the collision on camera, and 
both parties agree that they were involved.” 


“You badgered her into that confession!” 

“| requested a statement,” he said. “She gave a statement which the 
lie detector registered as false, and then amended it into a statement 
that registered as partially true.” 


“That's not proof!” 


“Brandish,” Armsmaster said with exaggerated patience, “you 
requested me as an arbiter. You wished to keep this, in your words, 
‘in house’. As such, you can respect my decision on what is and is 
not trustworthy evidence, or we can escalate this matter to a more 
public venue.” 


Brandish looked like she wanted to punch him, but she held her 
tongue. 


“You claimed it was intentional,” he said to me. 


“You have no evidence of what Glory Girl may or may not have 
intended!” Brandish said, before | could get a word in. 


“Brandish, you will allow Flux to speak or | will remove you from the 
room.” 


| licked my lips nervously. “I believe that Glory Girl was pursuing a 
grudge against me,” | said. “Glory Girl has previously violated a 
truce-” 


“The Fundraiser was not a truce,” Brandish said. “It was a ceasefire 
out of respect for the civilians you were endangering!” 


“Brandish!” Armsmaster snapped. “This is your final warning!” 


| couldn't help but snap back at the bitch. “The civilians weren't in 
danger until she assaulted me unprovoked!” 


“That goes for you as well,” he said, turning back to me with a scowl. 


“It was not unprovoked,” Glory Girl muttered. | glanced at the readout 
and saw Truth, high confidence. 


“What did | do to provoke you?” | asked. 
“Do you really care?” she asked. “What do you want, Flux? Money? 


If you think suing us is going to be easier than robbing a bank, you’re 
in for a nasty surprise.” 


“| think that implies things that you don’t want to imply.” 


“The question stands,” Brandish said. “What do you want? What are 
you after, Flux? The Truce isn’t law, so you’re not going to have any 
luck in court unless you want to press charges for battery.” 


She was deliberately ignoring the laws that allowed for significant 
compensatory and punitive damages for reckless endangerment and 
injury with a parahuman power, but | didn’t want money anyway. 

“An apology,” | said. 


The New Wave capes stared at me. 


“An apology?” Brandish asked. If | was any judge, she’d only barely 
resisted the urge to add, “That’s all?” 


“Yeah,” | said. “I want a public apology-” 


“Public?” she interrupted. “Victoria is most certainly sorry she came 
anywhere near breaking the truce.” She emphasized her statement 
with a glare at her daughter, before turning back to me to continue, 
“What does it matter if it’s public?” 


“Because she almost killed me and | want to drag her through the 
mud for it,” | said. “I did say it was petty,” | added to Armsmaster. 


“It is... not an unreasonable request,” he grumbled. “However, | ask 
that you rethink the need to publicize the issue. The Endbringer 
Truce is more fragile than you might think.” 


“Clearly,” | said sharply. “Ahem. Sorry. | ask that you rethink the pros 
and cons of acknowledging a potential breach as a teachable 
moment versus covering it up.” 

“This is not a cover-up,” Brandish snapped. 


“Then you’re fine with acknowledging it publicly?” 


“There is a great deal of space between a cover-up and a press 
release!” 


“You already tried to gag the entire meeting.” 


“Why do | owe her an apology at all?” Glory Girl asked. “It’s not like | 
attacked her or anything! | wasn’t trying to hurt her!” 


“| nearly died!” | snapped. “I don’t care if you were trying or not! Your 
entire career is full of people who were nearly killed by you ‘not trying 
to hurt’ them!” 


“You bitch!” Glory Girl yelled, surging to her feet. 


She was coming right at me, and | jumped backwards as | flipped the 
table into her face, already lashing myself backwards to land on the 
wall. | set my stance, looking up at where Glory Girl was... standing 
there, holding the badly damaged table? Brandish had a weapon out 
and pointed directly at me, but Armsmaster had a hand raised, 
holding her back with sheer authority. 


“Stand down!” he barked. “Both of you!” 
“She attacked us!” Brandish yelled. “We hadn’t even moved-” 


“She lunged at me!” | yelled as | reset my gravity so | wasn’t looking 
‘up’ at the others. 


“| did not!” Glory Girl yelled back, arms folded. 
| looked at Armsmaster. “She did not leave her seat,” he confirmed. 
Wait, what? 


“You've got a hell of a lot of nerve claiming / attack people 
unprovoked!” she added smugly. 


“You're not blameless, here,” he snapped. “You know the effect your 
aura has on people when you don't control it.” 


What! ? 
“She never had a problem with it before!” Glory Girl protested. 


“She assaulted us right back!” Brandish added. “She nearly hit me 
with a table!” 


“| saw,” Armsmaster said. He sighed in exasperation as he lowered 
his hand. “We’re going to take a recess. Acceptable?” 


“Fine,” she grunted. 
“Flux, would you-” 


“I'll wait outside, sure.” | let myself out into the hallway, where the 
same two PRT troopers were still there. The one on the left was still 
holding my bangles like they were afraid they'd explode if 
mishandled. 


My bangles. I'd completely forgotten they had an anti-master effect 
on them. That was why | hadn’t been affected by Glory Girl’s aura 
before! | should have just... no, | couldn’t have lied, because 
Armsmaster has that stupid lie detector. 


It was only a few moments before Armsmaster exited the room 
carrying the table, now even more crumpled. He handed the ball of 
twisted metal to the other PRT trooper, who barely strained under 
the weight. “Take this to recycling and collect another table, please.” 
“Yes, sir.” 

“Recess over already?” | asked. 

“Recess just started,” he said. 

“Hm.” | glanced at the trooper still holding my bangles. “I'd like to 


keep my bangles on for the remainder of the meeting. It’s fairly 
obvious that I’m the only one who was at all disarmed in there.” 


“I’m afraid that’s not acceptable,” Armsmaster said. 


“Why not?” | asked. “It’s not like Brandish gave up her ability to 
summon arbitrary melee weapons at will.” 


“Nor have you given up your power. Weapons are different.” 
“That sounds like a double standard to me.” 


“Powers can’t be removed and restored at will,” he said patiently. 
“Besides, there is no reason for you to need weapons unless you’re 
expecting a fight.” 


| didn’t want to come straight out and claim that they had arcane 
anti-master powers because that was nearly impossible to prove. On 
the other hand, if they believed me, it might raise a whole slew of 
questions about where I’d gotten them; the Protectorate and PRT 
spent a lot of time thinking really hard about master-related threats, 
after all. 


“I’m not planning to use them,” | said cautiously. “I just want to have 
them on me.” 


“Why?” 

“Because | would feel a lot safer having them and not needing them 
than not having them and not needing them,” | said. “I don’t think | 
would have reacted like that if I'd had them on.” 

“Again,” he asked, “why? How would being armed help?” 


“Because | would feel safer?” 


He scowled at me, probably because the lie detector wasn't putting 
up with my shit. 


“Because they provide a low level of protection against emotion- 
manipulating effects,” | admitted. 


He believed that immediately, because /ie detector. “Why didn’t you 
lead with that?” 


“Because | keep forgetting that | can make arbitrary unsubstantiated 
claims to you, and your lie detector will tell you I’m not bullshitting.” 


“| see,” he said slowly. “I'll be honest with you: if you were a hero, | 
would probably not have asked you to disarm in the first place, but | 
am not happy about allowing a villain to remain armed during 
negotiations, regardless of your weapon’s utility.” 


“So, yeah, double standard. Not that | really have room to complain,” 
| added before he could start arguing. “I get it. It’s your job.” | wasn’t 
happy about it in the slightest, but | Knew a losing argument when | 
Saw one. 


Armsmaster nodded stiffly. 


| sighed. “Well, | guess you didn’t try to arrest me for throwing the 
table, at least.” 


“Politics,” he grumbled. “If | arrest you now, it would start a war with 
the Undersiders that we’re in no condition to fight, and threaten the 
supplies that you and your team have been smuggling into the city.” 


“Oh.” That put a pretty fierce damper in my righteous indignation. 
“I’m sure the director is thrilled.” 


“No comment,” Director Piggot said as she hobbled out of the 
adjoining room, leaning heavily on a cane. She’d obviously been 
observing us through the one-way glass. She was also obviously 
done observing us, if the way she turned her back on me was any 
indication. 


“Actually,” she said, “yes, comment.” She turned around and 
marched up to me, glaring the whole way. With my heels, Emily 
Piggot would have been an inch shorter than me if she’d been 


standing straight; as it was, she had to look up a ways to meet my 
eyes, So look up she did. 


“You are everything | hate to see in a cape,” Piggot spat. “You are an 
immature, arrogant, self-centered brat who lucked her way into 
power and thinks that gives her the right to do whatever she wants. 
A bottom-feeder who abuses the system for her benefit and only 
cares about the rules when they help her and ignores them when 
they don’t. Your whims may be doing good now, but you-and 
everyone you represent-are scum, ‘Flux’, and the fact that you'll walk 
out of here a free woman today is one of the worst insults I’ve 
suffered as Director to date. 


“But mark my words,” she pronounced with an air of prophecy. “One 
day, everything you’ve built here is going to come crashing down 
around your head. Not because we'll win, not because ‘justice will 
prevail’, but because there is no other way this ends. |’ve been doing 
this job long enough to know that villains. Don’t. Retire. You reap 
what you sow. Today, you’re at the top of the food chain; tomorrow, a 
new up-and-comer throws you off your little hill and breaks your 
kingdom over their knee the same way you did to those before you. 
And when that happens, we'll be waiting to scrap you off the 
pavement and into a cell, just like we’ve done before.” 


She held my gaze for a moment longer, the malice stronger and 
more real than anything Glory Girl’s stupid aura had managed, then 
about-faced and marched off. Her cane beat a staccato rhythm on 
the bare metal floor. 


| swallowed, trying to ignore the sensation that | had just been 
hexed. 


“You weren't recording that, right?” Armsmaster asked. 
“No...?” 


“Good. | mean...” He coughed. “The director has had a very trying 
week. Perhaps we should adjourn for the day; we can do future 


meetings over video call, if you have service.” He turned and hurried 
off after Piggot without waiting for a response. 


| sighed again, took my bangles back, and followed the PRT trooper 
into the lobby to take my leave. 


== XS=X==X--- 


Chapter 46: Summer 


Chapter 46: Summer 


| decided to visit Tattletale’s-Tattletales’?-hideout to unwind, and was 
surprised to find the Bay’s resident healer on an obnoxiously fancy 
black leather couch. “Scion hit the entire hospital with that power, 
and most of the others, as well,” she told me unprompted as she 
dipped a tortilla chip in a bowl of salsa. “Got fuck-all to do until 
people start hurting themselves again.” 


“Oh.” 


“And I’m here because | went and told Carol and Vicky what | 
learned about her aura,” she continued. “Carol told me to ‘take my 
lies and never come near her family again’, which is pretty close to 
what | wanted to do anyway, so win-win?” 


“Shit. Sorry-” 


“Nah, it’s fine. This is more comfortable than the hospital break room 
anyway.” 


“Not that you took breaks,” Lisa said as she returned from the back 
room. She was dressed in her Coil outfit, for some reason. 


“| had actual responsibilities, lard-ass.” 

“Least I’ve got a shape, miss tongue depressor.” 

“Least | have a power, ‘Coil’.” 

| had no idea what Lisa was thinking. Sure, Amy Knew she was 


Tattletale, but this was playing fast and loose with OpSec in a way 
that was unlike her. 


“Ladies, ladies,” | said, “there’s no need to fight. You’re both 
assholes.” 


“Yeah, ain’t we?” Lisa asked. She walked over and started pulling on 
her boots. “Sorry, bad timing. | need to go talk some sense into the 
new girl. Again.” 


| sighed. “Good luck.” Noelle-sorry, Splinter-was proving to be a real 
pain in the ass. She’d finally agreed to cooperate, only to drag her 
heels on every single fucking issue. 


| was really tempted to just have Max shove her and her team back 
into Aleph and wash my hands of them. We could make up for their 
absence by drawing in more of GUARD’s deniable assets. It would 
be bothersome, since there were still plenty of fires to put out abroad 
and the rest of Max’s team were busy prepping for the inevitable 
Cauldron clusterfluffle, but | could do it. 


If | was honest, it was mostly pettiness stopping me. 

“| should only be an hour, if you want to hang out ‘til | get back,” Coil 
said as she finished tying her boots on and slipped the mask over 
her face. 


“Maybe. It’s not urgent, just wanted to chat.” 


“Well, I'll be back by five at the latest. Talk to you then if you’re still 
here.” She walked out the back door into the hidden garage with a 
wave. 


“You guys are absolutely crazy,” Amy said around a mouthful of 
chips. “Triple identities, government conspiracies... are you really 
going to take over the entire city?” 

“How much did Lisa tell you?” | asked. 


“Everything | asked, just about. Said she’d answer all my questions if 
| joined, so, here | am.” 


“You joined?” | repeated. 


“Sure. Why not? Not like New Wave is the bastion of responsibility 
they want everyone to believe it is.” 


“| thought we had to vote on that shit.” 

Amy laughed. “You'd vote against having a healer on staff?” 

“Of course not, | just feel out of the loop.” 

“Yeah, well, | was kidding. I’m just crashing on the couch ’cause | got 
kicked out and guilted Tats into letting me sleep here since she’s half 
the reason | went home on the warpath anyway.” 


“Damn. And here | thought we finally had health-care.” 


“Dream on!” Amy said. “So, is it true Glory Girl tried to kill you during 
the Endbringer fight?” 


“Where’d you hear that?” 


“Mom and Vicky were screaming about it when | got home on 
Tuesday. Sit down, Fl-whatever your name actually is,” she corrected 
herself, given that | was in civilian guise. “You’re killing me here.” 


“Kasey,” | reminded her as | walked over and slumped into the ratty 
old armchair next to the couch. “I wouldn’t say she tried to kill me, 
but she deliberately interfered with me in a manner that almost led to 
my death, yes. | just got back from following up on that.” 


“Bet that was a ton of fun.” 


“It was not,” | said. “It felt like Brandish fought me on every single 
point.” 


“Sounds like Mom, sadly,” she said with a shake of her head. 
“What'd Vicky do to you during the fight, anyway?” 


“She hit me mid-flight and send me spinning out of control.” | waved 
one finger in a squiggly pattern to illustrate. “I crashed into the water 
and nearly drowned.” 

“You can’t swim?” 

“| got sucked down a storm drain by the current.” 


“Wow, seriously?” she asked. “That’s hilarious. How does that even 
happen?” 


“It’s not funny.” 
“Only ’cause it happened to you.” 
“| nearly died,” | said. 


“Yeah, well, better people did.” She punctuated the statement by 
crunching on a particularly noisy tortilla chip. “But so did worse 
people, so don’t get too full of yourself.” 


What the fuck does that even mean? 


| didn’t have time to dwell on it, because Amy was already talking 
again. “What are you after, anyway?” 


“What?” 

“From Vicky,” she said. “You went and complained to the 
Protectorate, right? What do you want? Doesn’t look like you guys 
need more money.” 

“| asked for a public apology. | know it’s a bit petty-” 

“Petty?” Amy repeated. “Try spiteful.” 


“It's not-” 


“Yes, it /s. | would know.” 


“How is- what?” 


“Because admitting to breaking the Endbringer Truce would destroy 
her career forever, and because | am an expert at spiteful,” Amy said 
around a mouthful of chips. 


“Shouldn't it?” | asked. “People call her ‘Collateral Damage Barbie’ 
for a reason. Maybe she should stop.” 


Amy stiffed and opened her mouth to fire back, but her train of 
thought had been thoroughly derailed by my following comment, and 
she was torn between anger and laughter. “That’s... damn it, | 
should be angry on her behalf, but that’s funny. How have | never 
heard that before?” 


“Because no one’s going to trash talk your sister to your face,” | 
replied dryly. 


“And | avoid PHO,” she added as though that were the other half of 
the mystery. “What did you come over here for, anyway?” 


Oh, right, I'd come here for a reason. “I wanted to talk to Lisa about 
my most recent ‘misadventure’. Still a little weirded out by the aura 
thing.” 


“What do you mean?” 
“| mean these-” | shook the bangles on my arms, “-make me immune 
to most master effects, but Armsmaster had me surrender my 


weapons before | entered the room, so that was my first, uh, ‘taste’ 
of the aura. It sucked.” 


“Aw, poor baby.” 
“What, no sympathy?” 
Amy fixed me with a flat stare. “You got a ‘taste’ of it. | was being 


dosed regularly for years, and would still be fighting an addiction if 
fucking cape Jesus hadn’t decided to hit every hospital in the Bay 


with super healing rays after someone showed him up by killing 
Leviathan. If you’re looking for someone to commiserate with, keep 
looking.” 


| decided to change the subject. “Does the PRT go through tables 
regularly?” 


“What?” 

“We wrecked the table in the interrogation room we were using.” 
“Who, you or Vicky? 

“I’m going to go with ‘yes’.” 


“Figures.” She continued crunching happily on her chips. “So | hear 
you’re operating out of Faultline’s place, now.” 


“| am seriously questioning the amount of information Lisa is willing 
to share with you,” | said in lieu of an answer. 


“She’s trying to get me to stick around,” Amy said. “Make me feel like 
part of the team, you know?” 


“That so?” 


“Well, | assume that’s what she’s doing. Kinda transparent, but that 
just makes it more endearing. What’s the problem?” 


“| wasn’t expecting such a violent one-eighty from you,” | said. “It’s... 
sudden.” 


“It's not a one-eighty,” Amy argued. “I’m crashing on her couch and 
eating her food. That doesn’t mean I’m on board with your whole 
thing.” 


“That’s exactly why I’m baffled by her being so open.” 


“Where am | gonna go?” she asked. “I wouldn’t go back to New 
Wave even if they’d take me. The Protectorate is too close. 
Faultline’s a bitch-” 


“According to Lisa,” | interjected. “They have a feud. She’s actually 
very nice.” 


“That’s even worse! How am | supposed to get along with someone 
nice?” 


| rolled my eyes. 


“Point is,” Amy continued, “I’m not really flush with options. Which is 
ironic, considering how fucking valuable healing is, but | guess that’s 
part of the problem. Wherever | go is going to get way too much 
attention once | show myself.” 


“Hence the couch surfing.” 


“Yeah.” She eyed me warily. “I already told Lisa, I’m not healing you 
assholes if you break yourselves.” 


“We'll manage,” | said. 
“Sure.” 


She went back to her chips. | stuck around for another few minutes, 
but with no conversation to be had and the weight off my chest, | bid 
her farewell and went back to haunting Lord Street. 


---X==X==X--- 


| made sure to visit Rachel every couple days. She’d set up shop in 
a hollow concrete shell that might have been a warehouse or factory 
at some point, near the border between my territory and Grue’s. To 
my surprise, she had Tattletale over today; the two were sitting ona 
broken bit of waist-high concrete wall while Bitch tossed a ball for her 
dogs, neither of them speaking. 


| turned off the recording on my visor as | approached. Paranoia was 
a healthy habit in this line of work. 


“How’s it going?” | asked as | came into reasonable-dialogue range. 
“Fine,” Bitch said. 

| looked at Tales. “Is she...?” 

“Messing with my head?” Bitch asked. “Yeah.” 

“How’s that going?” 

“Fine,” Bitch repeated. “Slow.” 

“You're doing better with the volunteers,” Tales said encouragingly. 
“They do what they’re told,” Bitch said. 

“Still, you’re doing better with the telling,” Tales insisted. 


“Maybe.” Bitch looked up from her dogs at me. “Your sister came 
around.” 


“She did?” 


“Yeah. Healed my dogs. Angelica!” The named dog separated itself 
from the pack and trotted over to Bitch, tongue lolling out. “Her eye 
and ear are back,” Bitch said, in case I’d missed the obvious. 


“That’s good,” | said. 


“Yeah.” Bitch hopped down and let Angelica sniff her hand before 
receiving a brief pat on the head. Once she finished, the dog ran 
back to where the rest of the dogs were still running around. “She’s 
weird,” Bitch said, watching the dogs go. 


“Who?” 


“Your sister. She doesn't act like people. Didn’t introduce herself, 
didn’t get in my business. Just wanted to know which dogs needed 
help. Healed ’em and left.” She paused. “I like her.” 


| raised an eyebrow at Tales, who seemed to be holding back 
laughter. 


“She'll come back, right?” Bitch asked. 
“If you need her.” 


“Good.” She nodded to herself. “Fighting dogs injure themselves a 
lot.” 


| could only join her in nodding. There hadn’t been much demand for 
dogfighting after Leviathan, but that didn’t mean no demand, and 
Hookwolf was nothing if not a stubborn bastard. 

“Fuckers,” she added. 

“Fuckers,” | agreed. “How many is that now?” 

“Four,” Bitch said. She shrugged as she climbed back onto the wall. 
“It’s easier dealing with them, with help. Skitter’s good. Good at 
finding them, good at making sure the fuckers don’t get away.” 


| glanced at Tales. / thought we weren't targeting the normals for 
capture? 


“Do you want to tell her to let them go?” she asked out loud. 
“No, of course not.” 


“We may not be focusing on the normal gang members, but Bitch is, 
and that’s her prerogative.” 


“I'd rather kill them,” Bitch said, “but that’d make trouble for us.” 


“| get that,” | said. “I really do.” 


“| heard.” 
| grunted. 


“You're doing good, though?” | asked. “You have enough food and 
stuff?” 


“Yeah,” Bitch said. “I'll call you if | need something.” 
“You will?” 
“Yeah.” 


“Good.” | poked the control switch on my goggles and re-enabled the 
recording. “I’m gonna head back now.” 


“Bye.” 
se XS= XK SSX R= 


Faultline had definitely benefited from our deal. After less thana 
month, the Palanquin was back in business, pantry fully stocked and 
generators humming away. She’d even managed to finagle 
expedited work on the water main that lead up the hill; at least within 
the club’s walls, it was like Leviathan had never happened. 


To my surprise, people began flocking in almost immediately. The 
Palanquin was close enough to the edge of the city to attract tourist 
traffic, so while my fellow Brocktonites might be too busy scraping 
out a living among the wreckage to party, the club was still packed. 


Tonight, | was lounging about half-costumed in the backrooms after 
showing the flag around my territory when someone started banging 
on my door. 

“Flux!” Melanie called. “You in there?” 


| got up and opened the door to see Mel standing in the hallway in 
casual wear. Her arm was fully healed by this point-Mordin’s work. 


He hadn’t even needed to fall back on magic. 
“What's the issue?” | asked. 


“Your frilly teammate is busy drowning his sorrows, and | figured you 
might want to intervene before he passes out or makes a mess.” 


“Regent?” | asked. “Where?” 


“The bar,” Mel said with the particular manner of someone who has 
just been asked a very stupid question. “Get dressed and dry him 
out, will you?” 


“Sure, just a moment.” | shut the door, pulled my mask and gloves 
on, and hurried back out of my room. 


“Watch out for the cosplayers!” she called after me-or at least that’s 
what | heard. |’d probably heard wrong, though, because that didn’t 
make any sense. 


| took the back stairs down towards the kitchens, letting me out the 
same Staff-Only door that Faultline had used to approach me, way 
back when. It took me a moment to spot Regent through the mass of 
people, and | had to shove a few people out of the way as | 
approached. “Dude,” | said. “What’s gotten into you?” 


“Flux?” Regent slurred. “What’re you doing here?” 


| live here, and you'd know that if you weren't too drunk to remember 
the last month. “Cutting you off,” | said, looking at the near-dozen 
shot glasses on the counter in front of him. “Come on, let’s go.” 


“Don’t want to.” He barely managed a half-hearted struggle as | 
pulled him off his barstool and dragged him through the crowd. “I’m 
fine,” he mumbled. “I’m a supervillain, Cherie, | can take care of 
myself.” 


“You can’t even tell who’s dragging your drunk ass around,” | said. 


“Fuck off...” He raised his head, squinting at me through the haze of 
alcohol. “... Flux.” 


“That's better.” God, can | please have to deal with people who know 
how to moderate their booze intake in the future? Thanks. 


| dragged him towards the side door at the far end of the bar, all-too- 
aware of how many cameras would be pointed our way if we went 
out the front. I'd only made it halfway across when someone started 
calling my name, and | realized that | hadn’t watched out for the 
cosplayers. 


‘Cosplayers’ might have been overstating things. There were five of 
them, and only two were dressed up: both guys, interestingly 
enough. The other three were dressed about as normally as anyone 
else in the club: two girls and another guy, all looking very concerned 
about having attracted my attention. 


Running into cosplayers wouldn’t have been that weird, except that 
they were both cosplaying me. 


The first cosplayer was a young guy-probably a college student- 
wearing a jacket covered in thin stripes of brightly colored duct tape 
in imitation of my own jacket. It was pretty well done, actually, a 
respectable low-budget, high-effort project. 


The second was a few years older and had a more involved 
costume. His jacket was painted, rather than taped, and he had a 
tee-shirt with my armor’s pattern on it and sunglasses that were 
roughly the same color as my visor. He was the one that had spotted 
me and started calling my name, to his friends’ alarm. 


“Flux!” Cosplayer Prime yelled, waving his arms over his head. The 
waving only stopped when it became clear that I’d taken notice. “I 
can’t believe it. Is it really you?” 


| looked at him, looked at Regent-who was pretty much only standing 
up because | had his arm over my shoulders-and then looked back 


at my ‘fan’. 
“No,” | said. 
“Ask a stupid question,” one of the girls muttered. 


Cosplayer Prime laughed as he turned to the younger, milder 
cosplayer. “Here’s your chance, dude.” 


If tries to ask me out now, while | am trying to drag my teammate out 
of the club, | am going to order a drink just to throw at him. 


Mild Cosplayer, who had a much better read of the room-perhaps 
unhindered by alcohol-cringed and shook his head. “Sorry to bother 
you,” he told me. 


“Dude-” 

“She’s busy,” he snapped at Prime. “Come on, let’s just go.” 
“Fluuuuuuux,” Regent whined. “You’re disappointing your fans.” 
“Now you remember who | am?” | hissed. 

“You have fans,” he said, as though that answered my question. 
“You need a hand with your friend?” Prime asked. 

| didn’t even need to point out how stupid the question was. One of 
the girls gave a sharp tug on his jacket and said, “She’s a brute, Ben, 


she doesn’t need any help from your muscle-brained ass.” 


‘Ben’ wasn’t discouraged, though. “Cory, dude, ask her for a damn 
autograph already! Oh, oh, have her sign your jacket!” 


“Do it,” Regent urged me. 


“Fine,” | said, squirming slightly to get both my hands accessible 
without dropping Regent. “Hand it over.” 


‘Cory’ nervously shrugged out of his jacket and handed it over. | 
didn’t have a Sharpie, and then | did have a Sharpie, thanks to 
Tools. “Who do I...” make this out to? was my original question, but 
it was preempted by, “Why do you look familiar?” 


He tensed up at my question. “You, uh, stopped me from being 
crushed by a column a while ago,” he said hesitantly. “And, uh, just a 
signature’s fine, really.” 


Just when | thought this entire encounter couldn't get any weirder. 
| signed his jacket Watch for falling rocks! 


~Flux, then handed it back to him with a smile that | hoped looked 
genuine. “Sorry to rush off, but I’m kinda busy here,” | said as | 
restored my grip on Regent. No one complained; Cory was over the 
moon, of course, and the rest of the group was too busy laughing at 
my message to interrupt me as | finally dragged Regent out the door. 


No sooner did we have open sky overhead then | flung us up into the 
air, headed back to my ‘headquarters’-the safehouse | used to 
disguise the fact that | was renting a room from Faultline’s Crew just 
because they had running water and no one else did. 


Regent, predictably, lost his lunch the moment we touched down-just 
as well he got the alcohol out of his stomach, in my opinion. | pulled 
a water bottle out of my pocket to let him rinse his mouth, then 
dragged him inside, past my lieutenants, and up to the bedroom | 
never used. He half-lay, half-fell onto the futon, groaning miserably 
as he curled around what | was sure was a very upset stomach. 


| headed into the next room, where | wet a cloth with water from a 
bottle. Regent had already removed his mask, and accepted the wet 
towelette to dab on his face. 


After instructing my lieutenants-a pair of kids a year or two older than 
me who’d proven reliable lookouts for ‘trouble’ around my territory- 
not to disturb me unless it was important, | closed the door and sat 


down against the wall somewhere Alec could see me without having 
to move his head. 


“What’s gotten into you, man?” | asked. 

“M sad,” he said. 

“Sad?” | repeated. 

“Sad!” he said. “Don’t like being sad. Rather be drunk.” 
“Now you're just a sad drunk, though.” 


“Oh.” Alec honestly seemed stunned by that revelation. He rolled 
over onto his back and lay the cloth over his eyes with a groan. 


“So, uh,” | began awkwardly, “you want to talk about it?” 
“No.” 

“Do you want me to pry until you talk about it?” 

There was a long pause. “Yeah,” he mumbled. 

Mission accepted. 


“Come on, dude, talk to me,” | said. “You’re not going to feel any 
better until you let that shit out. What’s wrong?” 


“| feel weird,” Alec said. 
“Weird?” | prompted. 


“Yeah. | dunno. Not used to emotions. Still getting used to ’em. Got 
‘em back slowly, wasn’t so bad, ’til now.” 


“You're getting used to emotions,” | repeated. 


“| didn’t used to be sad. Not sad, not mad, not glad, not... pad. 
Nothing. Muted.” He groaned, then continued mumbling in French, 
“J'ai toujours pensé que c’était la faute de mon pére... ” 


| had a very, very bad feeling about this. Please tell me my fucking 
‘get over it’ perk isn’t that aggressive. “How long has this been going 
on?” | asked cautiously. 


“Months. Must’ve been back in February, didn’t noticed ‘til April. 
‘Course | didn’t notice ’til April.” 


| swallowed. “Why February, then?” 
“Assassin got dad, remember?” 
“... and you felt happy about that?” | asked. 


“Not yet. Celebrated, though. You know, ’cause that’s what you do 
when your dad dies, right?” 


| winced. “I can see why that would be the case for you,” | said, 
tamping down the flair of angst. 


“Right. Bought myself a cake. That was the best cake I’ve ever eaten 
in my life. | thought it was ’cause | was free, but | think it was already 
fading.” 


“What was fading?” 


“The whatever. Whatever dad did to my brain. His power wore off 
when he died. Like | said, | thought he’d fucked up my ability to feel, 
but | think it was the opposite, maybe? Like, he had to undo 
something he’d done, and he left that on, like, a permanent mute on 
my feelings, or something. Then he died and it went away and | got 
to start feeling again.” 


Oh. 


Max had a perk that undid all mind-affecting and/or mental damage 
caused by the target of one of his attacks. 


All of it. 

“So you Started feeling emotions again,” | said. 
“Yeah. Sucks. Hate being sad.” 

“What are you sad about?” 

“Emotions.” 

“You’re sad about emotions.” 


“Yeah.” He nodded unsteadily. “Not used to ’em. Never used to feel 
them, you know?” 


He was talking in circles. 
“What emotions are you sad about?” | asked. 


“Dunno. What's the word? You know, like when you're attracted to 
someone but it’s just you being that way and not a thing.” 


| blinked. “Are you telling me you got blackout drunk because you 
have a crush?” 


“Am |?” he asked. “I don’t know. | only noticed it when | left. You 
know, before, it was just a normal thing | noticed. Like, | didn’t have 
a, anormal, uh...” 

“Baseline?” | suggested. 


“Yeah. A baseline. Still figuring out what normal feels like. Then, |, 
uh, left. Went to Boston, to hide, and | realized, | missed her.” 


“You have a crush,” | said. “Oh my god, you're serious.” 


“Damn it, Cherie,” he muttered. “I knew you were going to make a 
fuss about this. Yeah, | missed her. I’d gotten used to having her 
around, you know? She’s smart. Funny. She laughs at my jokes. She 
plays games with me, even.” 

Oh god. 

| laughed awkwardly, wondering if | should interrupt him before he 
accidentally confessed his crush to his crush because he was too 
drunk to remember who he was talking to. 

“But she only has eyes for Brian!” he wailed. 

Ooor not. 

“You have a crush on Taylor,” | said. 

“You know Taylor?” 

“Alec, it’s me. Flux. How much did you drink?” 

“A lot? A lot. Haven't drank this much since | was twelve.” 

Okay, | Knew his home life was awful, but that was kinda fucked. 
“So,” | asked, “what are you going to do?” 

“| don’t know. What do normal people do?” 

“Ask the person out,” | said. 

“Do you think she’d say yes?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“You mean ‘no’,” he said. “She likes Brian. |’m basically the opposite. 


Pretty, lanky, lazy.” He groaned. “She knows who | am. Why did | tell 
her that?” 


“You'd rather she not know you?” 

“She knows I’m Hijack.” Alec covered his face with both hands. 

“She seems okay with it?” | offered. 

“You mean she didn’t run away.” 

| rolled my eyes. “Yes, that is pretty much what | meant. Look at it 
this way: if that would be a problem, it would be a problem whenever 
she found out. At least this way you don’t have to hide it?” 
“Ughhhhhh,” he groaned, still covering his face. | sighed and leaned 
back against the wall, watching him and trying to remember if there 
was anything else | should be doing to help. 


“Kasey?” he asked. 


“Yeah?” | replied, slightly startled by the sudden resumption of 
conversation. 


“Do you think | have a shot? Be honest. Like, brutally, insultingly 
honest.” 


| sucked in a breath. “Nnnno.” 

“Figures.” 

“Hey, it’s not the end of the world, right?” | asked. “Il mean, I’m sure it 
doesn’t feel good, right now, but... ah, crap, hold on.” My burner was 
buzzing frantically in my pocket. “Hello?” 


“Kasey?” Taylor asked. 


“| have to take this,” | told Alec, then slipped out the door and 
headed up to the roof. “Taylor? What’s wrong?” 


“|! asked Brian out.” 


Not you too, Taylor! “Oh. He said no?” 
“You could at least act surprised,” she whined. 
“You'd be acting totally differently if he’d said yes,” | pointed out. 


Taylor huffed. “Fine, I'll give you that one. He said no. I’m friend 
material, but not girlfriend material, apparently.” 


“If he actually said that, | will tota/ly punch him for you, | swear.” 
“No, he was nice about it,” she said quickly. “Too nice, really.” 
Oh. “Sorry.” 

“It’s fine. It’s just a crush.” 

“You don’t sound fine.” 

“I’m fine,” she insisted. “I have ice cream.” 


“Ah, yes, the one true remedy for heartbreak,” | said sagely. “What 
flavor?” 


“Mint chip.” 

“Nice.” 

“Mhm,” Taylor said. “It’s pretty crappy ice cream, to be honest.” 
“What brand?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Generic?” 

“Yeah.” 


“Yuck.” 


We giggled. 


“It’s not like there’s a lot to do in the Bay at the moment,” | said. “You 
know, romantically.” 


“Yeah. | didn’t ask him out on a date date, | just...” Taylor paused. 
Her mouth was full when she continued, “Il confessed my feelings, is 
all.” 


| nodded, not that she could see it through the phone. “Ah,” | said. 


“He was... very nice about it. Said | was a very good friend, and he 
didn’t want to complicate things with a relationship. You know...” 


“Yeah,” | said, mostly to show | was listening. Taylor didn’t continue, 
so | said, “Well... at least you know where you stand?” 


“| guess. Daydreaming was nice, but if it’s never gonna happen...” 
she trailed off. 


“Well, look at it this way,” | said. “You know you’re free, and you’ve 
got plenty of time to find a date before anything opens up again.” 


“Oh, sure, plenty of fish in the Bay.” 

“Quite literally,” | joked. 

“Ugh, don’t remind me. That was disgusting.” 
“I bet.” 


“The smell,” she groaned. “Oh my god, the smell. Why did you bring 
that up? | can’t even enjoy my ice cream now!” 


“Sorry?” 


“Hate you.” 


| chuckled. “Seriously, though, don’t let one rejection get you down, 
okay?” 


“| won't,” she said. “Il Knew he was out of my league when | asked.” 


“None of that,” | admonished her. “You’re out of this world. Just 
because you're not compatible doesn’t say a damn thing about 
‘leagues’ or whatever.” 


“Sure,” she said dubiously. “How are things in your territory?” 

| let the clumsy change of subject pass unremarked. “Okay, | guess. 
| was hoping we’d get water back soonish, since we’re on the edge 
of the city, but it looks like they’re not going to start replacing pipes 
until they've cleared the rubble deeper into the city. They want to 
replace the whole main at once.” 

“That sucks.” 

“It it what it is. Faultline got water back early somehow.” 

“That probably cost a lot,” Taylor said. 

“Probably. How’re things Downtown?” 

“The ABB are testing my borders nearly every day. I’m relying on 
Tales a lot. Gotta head them off, make it look like I’m everywhere. 
Splinter’s been a big help there.” 

“She’s finally cooperating?” 


“Yeah. About time, right?” 


“Yeah,” | agreed. “What’s she doing? Got a second Skitter running 
around?” 


“No, she hates my power. It took me a week just to be able to 
function with it, you know?” 


“Oh, right...” | remembered my brief brush with Skitter’s power and 
shuddered. 


“She’s been boosting my power with her ride-along ability-she still 
hates it, but it doesn’t have her clawing her eyes out. The power 
boost, though! It raises my range from a few hundred feet to more 
than half a mile. | think we started cackling the first time we tried it.” 


| started cackling myself. “Holy shit. Half a mile... holy shit. That’s 
broken. That is so broken, how is that fair?” 


“Who the hell said anything about powers was fair?” Skitter asked. 


“That’s true.” No power was useless, but some were a hell of a lot 
stronger than others. 


“Mmm.” 


“How are things in the refugee camps?” | asked. None of the refugee 
camps were close enough to my territory for me to visit all that often. 


“Worse than here,” she said. “Well, in many ways. There’s running 
water, but not enough space. People are crammed into trailers like 
sardines. Tempers are high.” 


| nodded. “A lot of buildings survived, up here, so we’re not hurting 
for shelter.” 


“Same, plus we’ve got power back, sort of,” Skitter said. “We have 
enough generators to power most of the buildings around my 
headquarters, anyway, and people are flocking back in. We’re 
getting emigration from the refugee cities.” 


“Heading out of the shelters and back into the ruins,” | mused. “Bet 
the PRT and FEMA are thrilled with that.” 


“If it didn’t make them look bad, they would be. They need the help.” 


“How's the crime? In the refugee camps, | mean.” 


“Worse than here,” she repeated. “I’ve been coming down on thieves 
hard, and luckily, we haven't had anything worse. | heard you had a, 
uh...” 


“Yeah,” | interrupted, not needing to hear her say it. “We caught the 
guy. Well, Tales did. Not hard for her, right? Pointed me right at the 
fucker.” 

“What happened to him?” 

My voice was cold. “Mob justice.” 


“Oh.” 


I'd known what was going to happen when | turned him over to the 
girl’s family. 


l’d turned him over anyway. 


Kind, grandmotherly Delilah had helped me weigh down the body, a 
steely glint in her eye. 


“| fucking hate that just when | manage to forget that humans are the 
real monsters, some fuckhead goes and...” | trailed off into 
inarticulate growls of anger. 


“You okay there, Kasey?” 

“No, not really. It’s fucking horrible.” 

| took a slow, deep breath as | turned to face the city. It was easy to 
spot the Palanquin, since it was the only building with lights for a 
miles or two in any direction, and for a moment, | imagined | could 
still hear the music. 


I'd been damned close to calling up Tales and going full Minority 
Report on my little slice of city. 


“| envy your power, sometimes,” | admitted. “I know you can’t be 
everywhere at once, but it’s a lot better than a single pair of eyes.” 


“The people here know it,” Skitter said. “You never know when 
Skitter’s watching. She could be in the fly on the wall right now, 
ready to spring into action if you so much as mention trying to hurt 
someone.” | could practically fee/ the shrug, even over the phone. 
“I’ve built up a bit of a legend. | move around my territory a lot, make 
sure | haven't left anywhere alone for more than a couple days. No 
one’s clear on what my range is, if I’m even limited at all.” 


“And it’s working?” 

“Well enough.” 

“Good.” 

“Yeah,” she said. “How’s Rachel doing?” 


“She’s doing well. | hear you’ve been helping with the dogfighting 
rings.” 


“Yeah. Grue and | are great for clearing buildings. Combined with 
Bitch’s dogs, we’re handling the Empire a lot like we handled the 
Teeth.” 


“But with less falling out of burning buildings, | hope.” 


“Thankfully,” Taylor said. “So, uh... she seems different. Less touchy. 
Less, well, Rachel.” 


“Ah.” | wasn’t sure if Rachel was okay with me talking about her work 
with ‘Tales’. | didn’t really think she’d care, but | didn’t want to 
assume and betray her trust by accident. “She’s working on getting 
along with people.” 


“| saw her shelter has volunteers now.” 


“Yeah. That’s part of it.” 


“It's good,” Taylor said. “She shouldn’t have to be alone.” 
“Yeah.” 

“Yeah.” She sighed. 

“What?” 

“Just sulking,” Taylor said. “Rejection sucks.” 


“| was serious about that whole ‘no one’s out of your league’ thing. 
Don’t let your first try ruin your self esteem.” 


“It’s not just that,” she said. “It’s... well, | don’t know many boys. My 
dating pool is kinda limited, you know? But Brian sees me more as a 
kid sister and Alec’s gay-” 

“Wait, hold on,” | interrupted, “what makes you think Alec’s gay?” 


“Well, just... him. You don’t think so?” 


“I’m pretty sure he’s not gay.” He probably wasn't straight, either, but 
that wasn’t my business. 


“Well, even if he’s not, he’s not looking at me,” Taylor said. 
“But if he asked you out, you think you’d say yes?” 


“Kasey, if a roomba asked me out, | would strongly consider it.” She 
paused. “Bleh. I’m out of ice cream.” 


“Pint?” 


“Yeah.” | could hear her shift around. “Well, | should get back to 
work. Thanks for listening.” 


“No problem. Talk to you later.” 


“Later.” 


| clicked the phone off and stuck it back in my pocket, then headed 
back inside. 


“Hey, Alec, | want to change my answer!” 
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Alec asked Taylor out. She said yes. They were still together four 
months later. 


Meanwhile, dealing with the gangs was such a non-issue | was 
honestly disappointed. Our intelligence-in the strategic sense-was 
simply too much. The Merchants were the first, but they weren’t the 
last; as embarrassing as that episode was for them, no one else did 
any better. 


Dealing with Lung was as easy as I'd predicted: | challenged him to 
a duel in a stretch of the city that had already been flattened and 
won handily. How? By increasing his gravitational mass by a factor 
of a hundred, then sitting on the slowly growing pile of extremely 
heavy rage-dragon until he gave up. While my power made sure 
people wouldn't suffocate or suffer circulatory failure under any 
circumstances, and would compensate for changes to inertial mass, 
it only had the barest set of fail-safes for weight. Growing didn’t help, 
since Lung got heavier at the same time he got stronger. Maybe at 
some point his strength would have outpaced his size, but my lack of 
physical aggression didn’t trigger his power enough to even 
approach that point. 


Armsmaster was not amused. Ah, well, he’d get over it. It wasn’t like 
the wreckage was better off before we melted it. 


On the southern front, Skitter terrorized the Empire. The gang had 
held together through Kaiser’s death, but only barely, and Purity was 
proving to be absolutely terrible at making sure the left hand knew 
what the right hand was doing. Against an opponent like Skitter, that 
was disastrous. By the end of March, the Undersiders had delivered 
Rune, Crusader, and Menja-a full third of their nine remaining capes- 


to lockup without needing me to get involved at all. | expect the 
Protectorate wanted to arrest us, as well, but they never tried. 


At that point, the Empire finally gave up and decided to hit softer 
targets, like the relief convoys the PRT organized. They ran smack 
into GUARD, and things went just as badly for them the second time. 
June marked the end of an Empire. 


Good riddance. 


Speaking of: Aspect managed to undo Oni Lee’s mental damage by 
slapping him because he was the source of his own brain damage. It 
didn’t make much sense to me, but the perk considered it a valid 
target. Unfortunately, not-brain-dead Lee was still a fuckwad, so he 
ended up in lockup, too. With the other villains out of the picture and 
the gangs crippled, Seki was free to rebrand himself as a hero. He 
stuck mostly to Japan-town and helped us translate on the few 
occasions we had to settle an issue in the area. 


That left us as the uncontested ‘rulers’ of the Bay, as far as villains 
went, so Coil held up her end of the bargain and sent the Travelers 
home. Sundancer and Ballistic gave up their powers, but the others 
kept theirs. Wonder of wonders, Splinter actually apologized to Coil 
for her attitude before stepping through the portal and vanishing from 
Bet forever. 


Coil’s estimate for reconstruction had been pessimistic; the fact that 
Brockton Bay was Leviathan’s final resting site had lit a fire under 
people, and by July, more than a third of the city had water and 
power, with another third having one of the two. Reconstruction had 
only just begun, but the return of utility services took a lot of the 
burden of keeping the city livable off our backs. 


That came with its own challenges. We’d certainly made ourselves a 
fixture to the locals, but the Protectorate now had only one gang to 
worry about, and said gang was no longer providing critical services. 
On the other hand, we weren’t actually doing any crime they could 
prove-and very little crime they couldn’t prove-so relations were cool, 


but not icy. Vigilantes weren't exactly encouraged, but they were 
certainly more tolerable than villains. 


A few of us were even on roughly friendly terms with some of the 
Wards. Skitter and Shadow Stalker stayed close. Aegis had literally 
saved my life, so he was definitely getting a Christmas card. Vista 
bugged Stalker until she agreed to introduce us ‘properly’, so | had 
that connection as well. Amy convinced Lisa to let her move into her 
rebuilt apartment full-time, and Clockblocker and Regent got into a 
prank war that caused a couple thousand dollars in property damage 
before Armsmaster and Coil read their respective underlings the riot 
act. 


The less said about that, the better. 


We had some internal changes, as well. Grue drifted away from the 
team as he got more involved with his sister’s life. He spent less and 
less time ‘on the clock’ until he’d quit in all but name. Coil wanted to 
start running the team herself, but Tales pointed out that half the 
point of having the Undersiders as a separate organization was the 
ability to delegate to a lieutenant, so Skitter got the leadership 
position instead. Lastly, Amy joined in all but name; she actively 
rejected ‘member’ status, but did start healing the various aches and 
bruises the others picked up. | guess Lisa’s plan worked after all. 


Speaking of New Wave, | did eventually get a resolution to Glory 
Girl’s near-manslaughter. Once Brandish could no longer deny that 
Glory Girl had willfully gone out of her way to interfere with me- 
regardless of how small she’d intended the interference to be-the 
only question was how much | wanted to wring out of the team. The 
answer was ‘not very much’; | stuck to my demand for a public 
apology, and then let myself be bargained down a hair. 


Brandish more or less sold Glory Girl to the Protectorate to save her 
team’s reputation: the public apology wouldn’t mention me, instead 
being framed as an apology for more or less everything Glory Girl 
had ever done wrong, and in exchange, she was being sent to the 
Wards out of state for power and anger management classes. That 


would come back to haunt me later, but it still worked out for the best 
in the long run. 


On the global stage, time proved Max right: Scion solved almost 
every problem we had. The Simurgh was quietly disappeared out of 
orbit. Behemoth was never heard from again. New triggers stopped. 
And slowly, oh so slowly, things started being fixed. Radioactive 
contamination from Behemoth’s attacks was cleared. Kyushu and 
Newfound rose from the water-ruined, but there, ready for 
reconstruction. Ziz-domes came down-that was mostly Max’s doing, 
but it took Scion waving his hands about before people were ready 
to believe the threat was over. 


He was also the impetus for the largest remaining problem: 
Cauldron. | more or less managed to forget about them until mid 
September, when the PRT and Protectorate imploded. 


| didn’t get the whole story-I didn’t care to ask-but the short version 
was that once it became obvious that new triggers had stopped, 
Cauldron flipped their shit. They thought the sudden absence of new 
triggers was an attack on their ability to combat existential threats, 
rather than the end of those existential threats, and did a lot of very 
stupid things very quickly. At that point, it was only a matter of time 
before things blew up in everyone’s faces. 


Even Max was caught off-GUARD-pardon the pun-by the scandal 
breaking so suddenly. He’d thought he’d been making headway 
towards a peaceful resolution, but either Cauldron’s left hand hadn't 
known what the right hand was doing or the entire negotiation had 
been in bad faith. Either way, their desperate Hail Mary schemes 
didn’t help anyone, but thanks to our new team mascot, they didn’t 
do too much damage, either. Scion spent most of that winter fixing 
Case 53s across several earths. 


| suppose | should say their schemes didn’t do too much damage to 
anyone else. The conspirators had been very effective in digging 
their own graves, and didn’t stop until there was no way out when 
the house of cards came crashing down. Alexandria and Eidolon fled 


in disgrace, Legend resigned in shame, and a Congressional 
Committee was put together to sort out who the hell they’d trusted 
the country to these past few decades. 


The Protectorate and PRT hung on by a thread. Max-and Scion-had 
been able to stop the practical damage, but the political fallout was 
harder to manage. He did manage it, no doubt with the help of 
numerous social charisma perks, despite the two organizations 
turning themselves inside out as everyone scrambled to clean 
house. Aspect had to verbally smack down a large number of witch- 
hunters across the country-and likely the world, for all that the 
conspiracy had been most deeply rooted in the continental US. 


He eventually managed to negotiate a conditional pardon for the 
heroes who had acquired their powers from Cauldron-after all, not 
everyone was equally read into the conspiracy, and some hadn't 
even known there was a conspiracy beyond the power-dealing 
business-but very few of them were welcomed back onto their old 
teams. A number of them formed new teams, the most prominent of 
which was the Repentant. Others, now bereft of the conflict drive 
previously endemic to parahuman powers, simply retired and faded 
into obscurity. 


Time moved ever onwards, and at such a pace that I’d managed to 
completely forget Piggot’s rant by the time it-to some extent-came 
true. 
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Chapter 47: Betrayal 


There is no other way this ends. 


Brockton was better than ‘back to normal’ by the time Halloween 
rolled around, safe enough for trick-or-treaters in abundance. | was 
sitting around at home the next day, enjoying not being needed and 
eyeing the as-of-yet-untouched bowl of leftover candy, when 
someone knocked on my door. 


| hopped off the couch and answered it. “Taylor? What are you doing 
here?” 


When she didn’t respond, | took half a step back and beckoned her 
into the house. “Would you like to come in?” 


Taylor had undergone quite the transformation in the year I’d known 
her. She’d gained an inch of height, a bit of muscle tone, and a lot of 
confidence. The latter was most evident in her fashion choices: a 
well-fitting shirt under a thick but fashionable rain jacket to ward off 
the late autumn chill; skinny jeans she would previously have fled at 
the sight of; new, more stylish glasses; and just enough makeup to 
give her face some contouring and highlight her best features. 


She didn’t move, instead simply staring at me. | raised an eyebrow. 
“What’s up, Taylor?” 


“| was talking to Lisa last night,” she said. 
| had a bad feeling about this. “Yeah?” 


“And she mentioned that you knew the future, somehow. Precog, or 
whatever.” 


The feeling got worse. “Yeah?” 
“And | know you got into town on New Year’s.” 
The feeling got much worse. “Yeah?” 


Taylor stared me down, eyes hard. “Did you know what was going to 
happen to me?” 


| hesitated. That was all the answer she needed. 


She slapped me hard, snapping my head to the side. | didn’t move, 
frozen on the threshold. 


“If you ever valued me as a friend beyond just another cape to 
collect,” she growled, “if you ever wanted to actually help me, that 
would have been the time to start.” Then she punched me in the gut, 
knocking the wind out of me and leaving me doubled over, clutching 
my stomach. My shard didn’t cushion the blow at all, the self- 
righteous bastard. 


Taylor stood over me, fists clenched in rage. | could hear the bugs in 
the walls buzzing in time with her breathing. For a moment, | thought 
she was going to attack and swarm me, identity be damned. 


I’m not sure | could have stopped her. I’m not sure | would have 
tried. 


Then the moment passed, and she turned and half-walked, half-ran 
back to her car, frantically wiping her eyes with one hand as she 
went. 

| almost wished she'd killed me. 
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| crawled up to my room and flopped down onto my bed. 


You're impaired, Cass. 


| was, wasn’t I? 


I'd been too damned wrapped up in the story. I'd robbed a goddamn 
bank and dealt a career-ending injury to a superhero. I’d ignored or 
deliberately forgotten about Coil publishing the Empire’s identities. 


| suppose | could almost forgive myself for the last one, since the 
circumstances had been so different that it barely made sense for it 
to still happen... except that | was the entire reason it had happened 


anyway. 


What’s wrong? You wanted to stick to canon, right? Experience the 
ride? 


| had. 

| actually had. 

What the fuck, Cass? 

| buried my face in my blanket and broke down. 


The easy answer was that it was the Jump’s fault. | could separate 
the identities, blame the person I'd become, claim that I’d imported 
into an asshole, that it wasn’t me... and maybe there was some truth 
to that, but even if | accepted that Kasey was less empathetic and 
more selfish-even if she was a /ot of those things-l’d still been in the 
driver’s seat. 


What the fuck have | been doing? 


What had | said, before the jump? ‘Do the self-insert thing with the 
Undersiders’? How about, you know, doing a self-insert thing that 
didn’t involve terrorizing people? That didn’t involve letting Taylor 
suffer through a horrendous, life-altering trauma? 


|... | Knew why I'd done what I'd done, on the surface. Cass was 
frustrated by being dragged along on a crazy bullshit adventure in H- 
game land and wanted to do something fun in a setting she liked. 


Kasey was mad at the world for ruining her life. But... that didn’t 
come close to excusing my actions. 


What the fuck is wrong with me? 
Maybe | was just a stupid, selfish asshole at heart. 


| spent a while crying fat, messy tears of self-loathing into the 
bedsheets, and eventually fell asleep. 


| woke up to someone knocking on my bedroom door. 


“Come in,” | called. | was still lying face-down on my bed, so it came 
out more like “Mmmph mnn,” but since | could hear the door open, | 
assumed the message got through. 


“You weren't answering your phone,” Lisa said. 


| raised my head to confirm that, yes, Lisa was standing in the 
doorway, then flopped back down into the bedding. Fuck. I'd 
assumed it was Emily at the door. 


“She deserved to know,” she said. 


| didn’t respond. In the silence, | imagined Lisa taking a look around 
the room, the blank shelves of my dresser, the brand new, never- 
opened books lining the bookcase. Not a lot to see... but then again, 
she already knew most of my secrets anyway. 


“You know, when you brought me in to the whole ‘Reading Rainbow’ 
thing, | figured you were buttering me up to get me to join,” she said. 


| turned my head just enough to be able to speak clearly. “Did you 
want to?” 


“Nope,” Lisa said immediately. “No thanks, not for me. I'd go crazy. 
And not the gibbering, mad-from-the-revelation crazy, either.” 


“What kind of crazy, then?” 

“The ‘lam a God, and you are all my playthings’ kind of crazy.” 
“Like me,” | muttered. 

“Yeah.” 


| rolled over to look at her in surprise. Lisa was leaning against the 
door frame, arms folded, regarding me coolly. 


“You said it, not me,” she said. “Seriously, though, you realize 
everything about this is creepy, right? You’re twice our age.” 


“You're bringing this up now?” | asked. 


“Yeah.” She shrugged. “When else? | wasn’t going to look a gift 
horse in the mouth while you were handing me everything | wanted 
on a silver platter. Calling you a creep would have been shooting the 
golden goose.” 


“And now?” 


“| finally had to pick: you, or Taylor. Like | said, she deserved to 
know. It wasn’t a hard choice.” 


“You acted like you were okay with it.” 


“| warned you | was going to manipulate you,” Lisa said. “You’ve no 
right to accuse me of hypocrisy! You sought me out. You had all the 
power in the relationship. | had nothing to gain and everything to lose 
by calling you out on your creepy age-inappropriate bullshit, but | 
was not ‘okay with it’! Why do you think | bailed so quickly after you 
explained your freaky ‘I read your life story in a book’ thing?” She 
paused. “Then again, | didn’t realize this was news to you.” 


“It’s easy to forget. | sure don’t feel like an adult. | don’t even feel 
eighteen.” 


“That’s the worst part!” Lisa said. “You carved your psyche up for 
tourism.” 


“Tourism?” 

“Yeah. You wanted the experience, so you went in with a bunch of 
fucking trauma and mind-fuckery so you'd fit in with the setting. | 
can’t even comprehend the mindset that leads to that.” 

“Is that what | was doing?” | asked. 

“You don’t know?” 


“| can’t remember.” 


“You can’t... they remove your memories of your choices, and that 
didn’t fucking alarm you?” 


“It did the first time,” | said weakly. 

Lisa shook her head. “You really can get used to anything, | guess. 
But yeah, you took an ice pick to your brain so you’d get the ‘full 
experience’ of being a fucked up child soldier in the war on crime. 
Nice one.” 

| rolled back over to face the wall. 

| wouldn’t know for sure why I'd chosen what | had until the end of 
the Jump. Spur of the moment? Trusting my gut? For the 
experience, like Lisa said? 


It didn’t matter why. I’d made those decisions, and others had 
suffered for it. 


Lisa said something. 


| didn’t care. 


I'd treated this like a game, in too many ways. First, in the colloquial 
meaning of the phrase; I’d ignored or lied to myself about the stakes. 
Second, by acting like | was dealing with characters or NPCs, rather 
than people, acting like they couldn't solve problems without me and 
ignoring the validity of their experiences. And third-perhaps most 
egregiously-in forgetting that | could change things. 


Lisa kept talking. 
| didn’t hear. 


Nothing here was scripted, despite superficial appearances to the 
contrary. Sophia’s injury at the bank should have been my wake-up 
call, but I’d focused entirely on the result and not on what it meant. | 
could have changed anything, from the mess with the Empire all the 
way back to the first day I’d inserted and ignored the fact that Taylor 
was about to go through the worst moment of her life only a couple 
hundred feet away from me. She’d accused me of ‘collecting’ cape 
friends a few months later, and I’d denied it. 


She'd been right, and realizing that had hurt worse than her hitting 
me. 


“Hey,” Lisa said, physically shaking me out of my regret, one hand 
on my arm. “I’m sorry. | didn’t mean that.” 


“Were you wrong?” | asked, wiping my eyes and-strangely-finding 
them dry. 


“No,” she admitted, letting go of my arm. “I guess | did mean that, but 
| didn’t need to say it like that.” 


“Mm.” 


| felt the mattress settle as Lisa sat down at the foot of the bed. “Talk 
to me, Kasey,” she said. “And stop staring at the wall.” 


“No.” 


“No to what?” 


“All of it,” | said. “You're right. | don’t have anything to say in my 
defense.” 


“If you don't start talking, | will,” Lisa warned me. | called her bluff, so 
she followed through. “Taylor wants you off the team.” 


| could have guessed that, thanks. 
“l’m inclined to side with her.” 
As well you should. 


“And | already know you're perfectly willing to bail over the slightest 
embarrassment.” 


This isn’t a small issue, damn it. 

“Lucky for us we don’t have any big threats headed our way.” 

At least the lies lasted long enough for me to do something right. 
“You're probably not welcome here anymore, though.” 

Not like this was ever ‘really’ my home, was it? 

Home. 

“Go Home” had seemed like such a stupid choice, the first time I’d 
seen it. Even after a miserable year of lewd ‘adventures’, | was still 
ready and eager for more. Who'd pass up immortality, adventure, 
and fantastic powers to go back to boring, everyday life? 


The people who learned to fear those powers, for one. 


The problem with power fantasies is that they come with power. 


Not that | could act on that little revelation just yet. Even if | was 
ready to bail, | had nine more years to go. There was no early exit 
unless | died... which might not be a bad idea. | could throw myself 
into the upper atmosphere, pass out from hypoxia, and never feel 
myself hit the ground. 


“| know | fucked up,” | said, my voice thick. “I'll leave. You don’t have 
to deal with me anymore.” 


“Kasey!” Lisa yelled. She leaned over and grabbed both my 
shoulders, turning me onto my back and shaking me harshly. “You 
are not going to kill yourself, am | fucking clear!?” 

“| wouldn't die,” | said. “It’s just leaving early to avoid the rush.” 

“| don’t care!” she yelled. She was practically straddling me, gripping 
me tight enough that | reflexively went slightly flexible to avoid pain. 
“If you die, it'll be my fault, do you understand?” 

Why did she- oh. “You'd get the Butcher shard,” | said. 


“What?” Lisa blinked and released my shoulders. She leaned back, 
sitting up again, then pinched her nose in frustration. “Right. | 
completely forgot about that.” 


“Then why-?” 


“Because | don’t want to have driven someone to suicide, you 
dumbass!” she shouted. “You remember my trigger event, fangirl?” 


Her brother’s suicide. 
“Fuck. Fuck me, Lisa, I’m so sor-” 
“Don’t fucking apologize to me!” she snapped. 


“... fight.” Couldn’t even make it through this conversation without 
fucking up. | rolled back over to face the wall again. 


| expected Lisa to leave, but | could tell that she hadn’t gotten off the 
bed yet. 


“| don’t need to tell you you fucked up,” she said. “Trying to make 
you feel worse is just rubbing salt in the wound, at this point. But | 
still feel like | ought to, because Taylor’s my friend, and you fucked 
her over hard. You played all of us, really, but getting close to her like 
that was fucking scummy. 


“She feels absolutely awful, you know? She came to me sobbing and 
asked me why you spent so much time pretending to be her friend. | 
couldn't answer. That’s one of the reasons | came over here.” 


| didn’t have anything to say. 

“| had my guesses, but I’m honestly surprised,” Lisa continued. “You 
weren't pretending. You really thought you were her friend, even 
after doing nothing back in January. Even though you lied about 


basically everything you’ve ever told us about yourself, you still 
considered us friends.” 


“Was | wrong?” | choked out. 

“Honestly? Yeah. You were.” 

Ah, now | was crying again. Great. 

“The sad thing is, | get it,” she said. “My power can’t tease out who 
you were before from who you are now, but | think | can guess. You 
were probably a lot like Taylor: no friends, head in a book whenever 
you could get away with it. You had better relationships with 
characters in your head than you did with people in real life.” 

“| had friends,” | whined. 


“Online?” Lisa asked. “Not good enough, was it?” 


“Shut up.” 


She didn't. “The point is, | think | understand what lead you here. 
You suddenly got this crazy, unbelievable, unrealistic, and frankly 
absurd opportunity, and you didn’t stop and think about anyone but 
yourself. It’s awful, but it’s also... banal evil, in a lot of ways. Like | 
said, I’m not sure | would have done any better in your place; hell, I'd 
probably have done worse. 


“That’s why I... | don’t know. Forgive you? Or maybe | just pity you. 
But at least | don’t hate you.” 


“Like Taylor does?” 

“Yeah.” 

| cried into my pillow for a minute before Lisa finally stood up. 

“I'd leave the city soon, if | were you,” she said. “That’s the last bit of 
advice you’re getting from me. Goodbye, Kasey, or whoever you 
really are.” 
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My phone woke me up from my half-asleep dozing. 

“10?” 

“Kasey? It’s Emily. Where are you?” 

“Some motel somewhere.” 

I'd stopped at a cheap motel just off the highway once I’d grown too 
tired to drive. | hadn’t had a destination in mind; I’d just gotten on the 
freeway and picked a direction. 


“Can you be more specific?” 


“Probably somewhere around Boston?” | was pretty sure I’d been 
going south. “Il dunno. Doesn’t matter.” 


“What do you mean, it doesn’t matter?” 


It was dark out, probably an hour or two after midnight. | rolled off the 
bed, still dressed in yesterday’s badly rumpled clothes, and 
staggered into the tiny bathroom to splash some water on my face. 


“Kasey?” 
“| mean it doesn’t matter. I’m gone.” 
“What happened?” 


| rubbed my face dry, then squinted at my reflection. Yeah, | looked 
as bad as | felt. “Taylor realized.” 


“What?” 


“That | could have intervened. She was pissed. |... I’m not welcome 
in Brockton Bay anymore.” 


“Do you need help?” 

“No.” 

Emily wasn’t convinced. “You don’t sound okay.” 
“| never claimed to be.” 


| headed back into the other room and flopped down on the bed 
before Emily spoke again. 


“What are you going to do now?” 
“| don’t know.” 
| took my wallet out of my purse and rifled through it. | had plenty of 


money, obviously. Cash, credit cards, my debit card... a business 
card? 


It was... what’s-her-name’s. Jade. | never did look up that interview. 


| pulled the business card out and looked at it in more detail. It was a 
dark foliage green with white text: 


Jasmine Jade 

Protectorate Hero 

450 Golden Gate Ave, San Francisco, CA 94102 

Leafy designs stood out in glossy finish against the matte paper, 
filling the space between the text and the edges of the card. There 
was no phone number, unsurprisingly-oh, wait, she’d written down 
her office number on the back. | wondered idly if it was still 
connected, or if the Cauldron fiasco had caught her in the crossfire. 
“Hello?” 


“Sorry, thinking.” | put the card back and set my wallet on the 
nightstand. “What was that?” 


“| asked if you were coming home.” 

“You mean to the Bay?” 

“What else would | mean?” 

“| don’t know.” Brockton isn’t my home anyway. 
“You don’t know if you’re coming back?” 


“| don’t know what else you’d mean,” | said. “I know I’m not coming 
back. Taylor might literally kill me if | did.” 


“You’re-” 


“I’m not overreacting,” | interrupted. “Not this time. Lisa told me to get 
out in no uncertain terms. She said it was the last bit of advice I'd get 


from her.” 


There were a few seconds of silence. “... I’m sorry, Kasey,” Emily 
said. 


“Don’t be. | deserved it.” 
“You're not going to do something crazy like kill yourself, are you?” 


“No, | still have the Butcher shard.” | wonder if Maeve would be 
willing to put me on ice for the rest of the Jump after all. 


“Oh, right.” There was a pause. “That’s my fault,” she said. 


“No, it’s mine. | shouldn’t have gotten into such a stupid situation in 
the first place.” 


There was another awkward pause in the conversation. “What are 
you going to do tomorrow?” Emily asked. “Forget about the future. 
Just tomorrow.” 

“| don’t know. Maybe I'll just move back into the Warehouse.” 


“| see,” she said. “I can pack your things from your room, if you 
want.” 


| rubbed my eyes; damn it, | was tearing up again, my throat closing 
up. “Yeah,” | said. “Yeah, I'd like that. Thanks, Emily.” 


“No problem. I'll see you tomorrow, right?” 
“Yeah,” | said. “Thank you. | love you.” 

“| love you too, little sister. Get some sleep.” 
The phone beeped twice. 


| pulled my clothes off and climbed back into bed in my underwear. It 
was significantly more comfortable, but sleep was slow in coming, 


and my dreams were full of spiders. 


| did move back into the Warehouse after all, not that there was 
much to move. Emily packed up what few things | actually had in my 
room and delivered the boxes right to my hotel room, where they 
disappeared into the closet. 


That was it, really. My time in Brockton Bay ended with a whimper. 
---X==X==X--- 


I'd been amazed by the Warehouse when I'd first seen it. Now, it felt 
like a cage, somewhere I’d locked myself in for others’ protection. | 
spent barely a day in my room before the confinement became 
unbearable. 


The next morning, after breakfast, | headed into the park. | was 
pretty sure the park randomized itself occasionally, too, because | 
ended up finding a small lake-more of a pond, really-that | was pretty 
sure | would have seen before if had been there a year ago. There 
was a convenient bench facing the water, so | plopped myself down 
and glared at the lake for a while. 


| was making a habit of sulking on waterfront benches, it seemed. 
You are an immature, arrogant, self-centered brat who lucked her 
way into power and thinks that gives her the right to do whatever she 
wants. 

One day, everything you've built here is going to come crashing 
down around your head. Not because we'll win, not because ‘justice 
will prevail’, but because there is no other way this ends. 

You reap what you sow. 


“Ah, | reckon | Know that look.” 


| looked up to see a man standing a couple feet away, hands in the 
pockets of his coat and an appraising look on his face. His clothing 
was mostly unremarkable, save for the cowboy hat and boots that 
his thick mid-western drawl made redundant. 


“That-” he said as he ambled closer-because he was definitely 
ambling, “-is the look of someone trying to figure out how she lost 
her way... or if she ever had a way in the first place.” 


“Yeah?” 


“| been there before,” he said. “I know how it feels. Sometimes you 
can't see how bad things have gotten ’til you’re up to your ears in the 
mud.” 


He’d made it all the way to the bench during his monologue, and was 
now standing with his hands in his pockets, looking ‘out to sea’ with 
me. 


“Oh, where are my manners? Name’s Art.” He held out a hand. 


“Kasey-well, Cass, | guess, in the more general case.” We shook 
hands. 


“Mind if join you?” 

“Go ahead.” 

He nodded and sat down on the bench beside me. 
“What’s eating at you?” he asked me. 


“I’m trying to figure out... well, myself,” | said. “I always thought of 
myself as a good person. | guess everybody does. | thought that | 
had morals, that if | happened to find myself in a position of power, 
I’d try my best to use it responsibly and not allow it to corrupt me. But 
then | came here, and | got power, and...” | choked up. Art handed 
me a box of tissues, and | noisily blew my nose and dabbed at my 
eyes. 


“| became a monster,” | whispered. “I played with people’s lives like 
they were toys and mistreated people | thought | cared about. It 
wasn’t a slow thing, either. | didn’t just let it corrupt me, | jumped right 
off the slippery slope and dove headfirst into evil.” 


| had to stop and blow my nose again before | continued, “And now 
I’m sitting here looking back and trying to square those two things. | 
want to believe I’m a good person. | want to be a good person. But | 
can’t line that up with the things I’ve done.” 

Art nodded thoughtfully. “Do you know what your question is?” 
“Question?” | asked. 


“If you’re searching for an answer,” he said, “the first step is finding 
the right question to ask.” 


“You have a suggestion?” | asked. 
He shook his head. “It’s your question, not mine.” 


| sighed. “Look, I’m really not fond of the Socratic Dialogue as a 
teaching tool. If you have wisdom to impart, just be direct, please. 
Making me puzzle out what you mean doesn’t make it more 
authentic or epiphan... ific?” 


“| meant that,” Art said. “I’m not trying to lead you to some right 
answer. | don’t know if there /s a right answer.” 


“Well, | don’t even know where to start.” 


“Start with what you told me,” he said. “Find a question in there, and 
if that’s not right, figure out why.” 


| frowned, but | did as he said even as | continued to pile up used 
tissues on the bench beside me. 


“Am | evil?” | asked. 


“Evil is a difficult word,” Art said. “People can be evil, and they can 
do evil, but it isn’t the same.” 


“Then | guess my question is... does doing evil things mean that I’m 
an evil person?” 


“That is a good question,” he said. “Let me ask you this: do you 
regret what you did?” 


“| wouldn’t be sitting here crying if | didn’t.” 


“Then | would say you aren't evil. You might not be good, but you 
aren't evil.” 


| immediately felt foolish for how good I'd felt in the moment before 
he finished his thought. “So I’m not good,” | repeated sadly. 


“You might not be good, | said. Do you want to be good?” 
| nodded. 

“Well,” Art said, “then do it.” 

“Just like that?” 


“Just like that. It’s not easy, or everyone would be doing it, but 
anyone can do good if they set their mind to it.” 


“How? | can’t...” | trailed off into another sob. 


“You can’t change what you did,” he agreed. “If you could, we 
wouldn't be sitting here, now, would we?” 


| nodded and blew my nose again. “Then what do | do?” 
“Good,” he said simply, “anywhere and anyhow you can. If you can’t 


help the people you hurt, help someone else. Make the world better 
any way you know how. You like helping people, don’t you?” 


“| thought so,” | mumbled. 

“| think so too.” 

“But | didn’t help people.” 

“And you regret that,” he said. “That means you wish you had, right?” 
| nodded again. 

“There you are, then. You can’t change the past, Cass, but you can 
decide to do good today, and tomorrow, and the day after that. You 
got to look forward.” 

“And the people | hurt?” 

Art rested a hand on my shoulder. “Can you help them now?” 

| shook my head, not trusting myself to speak without sobbing. 
“Then you got to leave the past in the past.” He paused. “I know the 
temptation. You want to find a way to make up for what you did, to 
find some tally where you can weigh your good deeds against the 
bad and come out ahead. Right?” 

My only response was blowing my nose again. 

“You can’t think like that,” Art said. “You can’t erase bad deeds with 
good ones, and chasing that dream can blind you to the good you 
can do. That’s what you ought to focus on.” 

“Is that what you did?” | asked. “You said you’d been here before.” 
“| faced a similar question, once,” he agreed, “and | figured, if | could 
just find one thing, one right thing to do before | went, maybe things 


would be okay.” 


| swallowed nervously. “Were they? | mean...” if Max hadn’t been 
there. 


Art took his time before he replied. “You know...” he said slowly, “| 
think they were.” 


He sat with me for a few more minutes, but when | didn’t have further 
questions, he took his leave. | cried for a while longer, and | must 
have dozed off at some point, because when | came to, the sun was 
nearly down and the Warehouse had cleaned up my used tissues. 


| set my shoulders and headed back up to my room for my costume. 
| couldn’t fix my mistakes, but maybe-if | could do any good at all in 
the next nine years-things would be okay. 


Chapter 48: Postscript 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 48: Postscript 


My move to Concord was done without fanfare. | rented a small two- 
bedroom apartment and moved my stuff back out of the Warehouse 
into one of the bedrooms. Emily took the other. Then | called the 
local PRT office and registered as an independent hero over the 
phone. It was seriously that fast and easy; | didn’t change my name 
or costume at all, but no one saw fit to mention that I’d been a villain 
the previous week. 


Well, I'd nominally been a villain. Maybe the Undersiders had done 
enough good and little enough crime in the months since the Battle 
for Brockton that we’d been officially classified as vigilantes, rather 
than villains. Or maybe the forces of Law and Order considered a 
villain asking to change colors a ‘don’t look a gift horse in the mouth’ 
situation, considering the tumult the PRT was still going through at 
the time. 


/ certainly wasn’t going to question it. There was probably still a 
warrant out for my arrest over the Brockton Central Bank Heist, but 
like hell was | going to be the one to bring it up. 


Diane was still something of a ‘consultant’ for the team, despite her 
clear link to me and my asshattery, so she got a good look at how 
the rest of the Undersiders took my disappearance. Taylor hadn't 
been willing to say much beyond “Kasey and | got into a fight, so she 
chose to leave.” Lisa agreed that I’d been a bitch and that Taylor had 
every right to cut me out of her life (and off the team), so Brian and 
Alec shrugged and went back to work. 


Rachel took my sudden departure hard, as | should have known she 
would; loyalty was a huge sticking point for her. She got in a shouting 
match with Taylor over it that resulted in Taylor explaining exactly 
why I'd been exiled, so if | ever made the mistake of going back to 
Brockton Bay, I’d have two minion-masters itching to kick the shit out 
of me. The fifty miles between Concord and Brockton Bay suddenly 
seemed very, very small. 


Just as well that my new career didn’t last long. After a brief and 
unfulfilling stint as an independent, | ended up in the New York 
Protectorate. 


A month after my move-or about three months after the Cauldron 
Scandal broke-the Committee on Protectorate and PRT Misconduct 
finally picked a new Protectorate leader. The Committee (and 
Chevalier, and Ace, and Aspect) had managed to keep the PRT and 
Protectorate together, although only barely; the Protectorate went 
through two ‘interim leaders’ per month between September and 
December, and the PRT Chief Directorship had been passed around 
between local directors like a hot potato before Ace had finally gotten 
kicked upstairs only a few days before they named the new 
Protectorate Leader. 


For that position, the Committee settled on Armsmaster. Rime was 
too close to Alexandria, Myrddin too weird, Narwhal too Canadian, 
Cinereal too abrasive, Jasmine Jade too junior, and so on for the 
various high-profile team leads across the country. That’s not to say 
that Armsmaster got the position solely by virtue of being the least 
bad option; Chevalier had been a strong candidate, but the fact that 
there had been no third Endbringer attack this year meant even 
more focus on the Battle for Brockton, and thus on the person who’d 
received the lion’s share of the attention for the kill, the other party 
having given her life in the battle. 


Armsmaster hated it. Not only would the responsibilities of 
leadership cut into his tinkering time significantly, he Knew-as did 
everyone who'd been in the huddle on the beach back in May, and 
likely everyone on the Committee-that his ‘achievement’ was a lie. 


All part of the Big Lie the old regime had mandated, and those 
around her had set in motion; a lie that had survived the fall of that 
regime because it would have been the straw to break the back of 
the fragile public trust. 


Of course, he couldn’t say any of that out loud, but it was clear he 
didn’t want the job because the first thing he did when he came up 
for promotion was ask-or perhaps demand-that | be offered a 
leadership position on the team; specifically, overseeing the Wards 
program. His request had been granted, and the offer sent. 


My response had been to ask, as diplomatically as possible, “Why 
the fuck would you think | was a good choice?” 


The response had been, “Because Armsmaster,” which immediately 
made me suspect that he was employing reverse psychology on 
someone; a suspicion that was eventually confirmed. He admitted to 
me privately, years later, that he’d hoped that either someone in the 
Committee or PRT would balk and give him a hill to die on in the 
manner of ‘do this or I’m not taking the job’, or for the nomination to 
call his judgment into question and get him removed from the 
running. He’d badly misunderstood the Committee’s priorities; they 
praised it as ‘a wonderful show of forgiveness’ and sent me the offer- 
and its accompanying pardon-straight away. 


| have no idea what they were thinking. Maybe they’d expected me 
to decline? | probably should have-l’d turned eighteen less than a 
month earlier, for Chrissake-but | was adrift in a new city, with 
nothing to tie me down and in dire need of something more 
meaningful than just wandering around getting into fistfights. | might 
have been doing good, but random acts of benevolent violence 
weren't the sort of ‘one right thing’ that let me face myself in the 
mirror each day. 


If ’'d known Armsmaster hadn’t actually wanted me on the team, | 
would obviously have declined, but at that point my ‘suspicion’ was 
nothing more than a nagging doubt. Rather than sitting around 
wallowing in my insecurities, | did something | should have made a 


habit of long before: | sought some outside perspective. | asked Ace 
if-in his role as Chief Director of the PRT-he thought | had any 
business even considering the offer. He said | would do great, and 
that doing so might let me prove to myself that | could do more than 
just helpfully break things. 


| accepted. 


Welcome to the Parahumans Online message boards. 
You are currently logged in, Flux 

You are viewing: 

¢ Threads you have replied to 

e AND Threads that have new replies 

¢ OR private message conversations with new replies 

¢ Thread OP is displayed. 

¢ Ten posts per page 

¢ Last ten messages in private message history. 

¢ Threads and private messages are ordered chronologically. 
¢ Topic: Flux *LOCKED* 

In: Boards » Villains » North America » New England 


ALaCarte (Original Poster) (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) (Cape 
Groupie) 


Posted On Aug 30th 2011: 


Since the last thread filled up, here's a new one to celebrate our 
favorite Ham. 


The STATS: Flux is officially listed as a Brute 6, Mover 3, but her 
actual power acts more like a Breaker, since she makes herself 
super strong and fast by telling physics to sit down and shut up 
(according to a post from Shadow Stalker here, confirmed by Flux 
herself here). No word on whether the PRT are going to fix their 
mistake. 


The STORY: Flux debuted back in March during the Undersiders' 
robbery of Brockton Central Bank video. She was active in driving 
the Teeth out of the Bay a few weeks later, for which she claimed 
credit by LITERALLY WALTZING IN TO THE FUNDRAISER THE 
PRT HELD FOR THE HEROES. Seriously, you have to see it to 
believe it: video. Rumors are that she personally saved Armsmaster 
during the fight against Leviathan, which doubtlessly contributed to 
the dumb fish's eventual death at the hands of Armsy and his 
awesome teammate Beacon (RIP). Following the battle, Flux shifted 
to disaster relief and vigilante work before giving up her life of crime 
entirely and heading to Concord as a hero. She also posts videos 
shot from helmet-cam to the internet (archived here). Warning: 
violence and motion sickness (DUUUH). 


For the true fans, @THECoryD posted instructions for a DIY Flux- 
jacket project in the old thread here. Edit WHY DID NO ONE TELL 
ME SHE ACTUALLY SIGNED IT proof 10/10 I'm actually dying 
FINAL EDIT: Given that Flux has fully and totally flipped, I've made a 
new thread in >Heroes. Here ya go. Use it, cuz this one's getting 
locked. 

This thread has been locked; replies are disabled. 

(Showing page 32 of 34) 


> hospex 


Replied On Dec 10th 2011: 


| live just north of Concord. | keep hoping I'll see her running around 
but so far no luck. 


> Thin Air 

Replied On Dec 13th 2011: 

@hospex that's probably for the best. 

> MP404 (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 
Replied On Dec 13th 2011: 


@Thin Air not necessarily. Flux does good work. Friends of mine 
ended up in her ‘territory’ after the battle and it honestly sound like 
they had it better than the refugee camp | was in. 


On the one hand I'm sad she's gone, but on the other maybe it's 
better to get a clean start in a new city? She'd always be known as 
one of the Undersiders here. 

> LunaR 

Replied On Dec 13th 2011: 


Why is this still in the Villains section anyway? 


> ALaCarte (Original Poster) (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) (Cape 
Groupie) 


Replied On Dec 13th 2011: 
@LunaR: AFAIK Flux is still wanted for robbery soooo0o 
> XxVoid_CowboyxxX (Banned) 


Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@MP404 You say that but Flux is brutal. | heard from some guys 
that some asshole abducted and murdered a girl in her territory, and 
she tracked down and killed the guy the next day. 


> TheGrizzzz 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@XxVoid_CowboyxX creative forums are --> that way. Please spew 
your shit somewhere else. 


> Sniptooth25 (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 

Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 

@TheGrizzzz | heard the same rumor months ago so he's not even 
the one who made it up. Still bullshit oov and not something that 
needs repeating. 

> HydraWrangler (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


@ALaCarte wanted for robbery? Apparently not anymore! 


> ALaCarte (Original Poster) (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) (Cape 
Groupie) 


Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

| just heard! SUPER COOL!!! 

End of Page. 1, 2, 3... 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 

¢ Topic: Armsmaster and Flux to NYC Protectorate 
In: Boards » News » North America 


Bagrat (Original Poster) (The Guy in the Know) (Veteran Member) 


Posted On Dec 16th 2011: 


You may have heard already, but the CPPM has finally selected 
someone as the new Protectorate Leader. The fact that it's 
Armsmaster isn't terribly surprising, but people | Know "in the know" 
say that he went and asked for the service of former robber and 
general trickster-villain Flux to serve in the newly-created position of 
Protectorate Liaison to the Wards, which surprised the hell out of me. 
Flux recently moved shop to another city and re-debuted as a hero, 
so it's not completely nonsensical, but it's still pretty damn weird to 
go for a recently reformed villain over an actual Wards graduate. 


No word on whether her new appointment comes with a pardon for 
the robbery, but it seems a safe bet. 


(Showing page 4 of 4) 

> Proton 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

@Fiendskinner what exactly would locking her up accomplish? As 
far as anyone can tell running Brockton after Leviathan hit reformed 
her better than our terrible prison system has ever reformed anyone 
ever. If you're just after revenge or whatever, you're taking a hero off 
the streets for a vendetta. 

> dotiNi 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


@PrOtOn | usually preach ‘forgive and forget’ but this seems a little 
much. Let's not forget that she killed someone only a week before 
Leviathan hit. 


> basketcase 


Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


She killed a neonazi in self-defense after interrupting said neonazi's 
murder spree. Truly, | weep. 


IMO, if they're gonna pardon all the creeps who bought powers, they 
might as well keep going and pardon everyone willing to shape up 
and play along. Time of new beginnings and all that. 

> THECoryD (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

Flux merchandise when? 

> Pale Umbra 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

| Know she'll be moving to New York, but there's a lot of coordination 
between the New England teams. It's going to be really awkward if 
she has to fight her old teammates. 

> hinterlandhobo 

Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 

@Pale Umbra looks like there's not much risk of that. 

> Twice Shy 

Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 

Wow. When it rains, it pours, | guess. 

> tanj 


Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 


This is one trend I'd love to see come to MY city. 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 

¢ Topic: Undersiders rebrand as the Bayside Group 
In: Boards » News »& North America » Brockton Bay 
Gaargoth (Original Poster) (Veteran Member) 

Posted On Dec 15th 2011: 


It's not often you get a press release from a villain team, but after 
spending months as more of a neighborhood watch than a gang, the 
capes-formerly-known-as-Undersiders have decided to make their 
change of hat official. Now calling themselves the Bayside Group, 
they're officially taking on the mantle of Protectorate-affiliated 
heroes, with a blessing and pardon from Chief Director Aaron 
Redford himself. 


The team's isn't the only name being changed: 


Grue is now known as Smokescreen. Regent is now known as 
Twitch. Skitter is now known as Weaver. Hellhound is now known as 
Hellhound, which is newsworthy because she's actually using the 
name herself rather than "B*tch". No word on Tattletale. EDIT: 
@ALaCarte claims she's left the team, but the press release doesn't 
mention her at all. The Bayside Group press release is here, with the 
PRT response/confirmation here. The TL;DR is that the Bayside 
Group will fully cooperate with the Police, Protectorate, and PRT, 
and in exchange, everyone will pretend that they are four new capes 
who certainly didn't rob a bank, involve themselves in a series of 
highly destructive gang wars, and ultimately take over most of the 
city following the Battle for Brockton Bay. 


New "Hero" threads are here: Bayside Group, Smokescreen, Twitch, 
Weaver, Hellhound 


(Showing page 5 of 6) 


> Fiendskinner 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

@Higherlighter no this is EXACTLY what is WRONG with the whole 
identity thing! A bunch of kids get a free pass on a life of crime 
because they can change their identities like coats! Hellhound has a 
body count, for fucks sake! 

> TheGrizzzz 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


@Fiendskinner you call it ‘justice’, but it really sounds like you just 
want to make them 'pay' for their crimes. 


> Fiendskinner 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

@TheGrizzzz that IS what | want? What the hell is that wrong? 

> SevenSixes 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

@Fiendskinner it's not exactly a ‘life of crime’ if most of 'em have 
only been villains for like a year or two is it? And the PRT statement 


specifically addresses Hellhound's ‘body count’, and its not as bad as 
you're making it sound. 


> Proton 
Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 
@Fiendskinner as far as I'm concerned, they WILL be paying for 


their crimes a lot more productively than by sitting in jail. There's a 
reason we assign people community service. 


> Fiendskinner 
Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


@SevenSixes IDGAF how long it is. Do the crime, do the time. 
Exceptions are corruption pure and simple. 


@Pr0OtOn yes, you said that already. Repeating your argument in 
every thread | post in isn't going to make it more convincing. THIS 
ISN'T COMMUNITY SERVICE, they're getting off SCOTT FREE. 

> XxVoid_CowboyxxX (Banned) 

Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 

@Fiendskinner of course its corruption! Cauldron wanted to let 
villains get away with villainy so they could create a cape army to 
take over the world! Now the new people are doing the same! 
Cauldron isn't gone, they framed Alexandria and there still out there! 


User received an infraction for this post: You have been warned 
multiple times to stop posting this crap. 


> TheGrizzzz 
Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 


God damn it Void_Cowboy. EDIT: At least that seems to be the last 
strike on him, so we're free of his nonsense for a week or two. 


ON TOPIC: Names! 


Winners: Weaver, Hellhound (anything is better than their old names, 
really) 


Tied: Twitch, Smokescreen (their old names didn't suck and the new 
ones are just okay) 


Losers: The entire team. "Bayside Group" is just... ugh. 


> WagTheDog (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) (Verified Dog 
Handler) 


Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 


| think a lot of people don't realize that Hellhound changing her name 
is actually a big change for her. She's mellowed a lot over the last 
few months. Working for her has been some of the best time of my 
life and I'm glad she's finally going to get some peace. 


> CasiniLinguini 
Replied On Dec 17th 2011: 
@TheGrizzzz He'll be back :| 


Also, politely disagree on Bayside Group. It's not inspiring but at 
least they don't sound like something you step in when the sewers 
back up. 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 
¢ Topic: Bayside Group 
In: Boards » Heroes » Teams > North America » Brockton Bay 


ALaCarte (Original Poster) (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) (Cape 
Groupie) 


Posted On Dec 15th 2011: 


| am PSYCHED to bring you the news that the team-formally-known- 
as-the-Undersiders, the local robbers turned folk heroes, are 
officially A-OKAY in the eyes of the law! Now that they're Top Dogs 
of the Bay, the Protectorate has decided that if you can't beat 'em, 
join ‘em! Sure, they'll tell you it's the other way around, but WE know 
the truth. 


So who are the Bayside Group? 


Weaver (Formerly Skitter): Master. Controls all the bugs. Knows 
when you are sleeping. Knows when you're awake. Knows exactly 
how many bees are near you at any given time. Current leader. 
Smokescreen (Formerly Grue): Shaker. Generates clouds of 
darkness he can see through and you can't. Former leader, novice 
interior decorator, and total buzzkill (1 kid) Twitch (Formerly Regent): 
Master. Lives up to his new name by making your muscles spasm. A 
jerk, but not in a hateable way. Mostly. Hellhound (Formerly Bitch): 
Master. Trains dogs super well and then makes them CRAZY HUGE. 
Sort of a weirdo loner, but getting better. Former Members: 


Tattletale. Thinker. Pulls information out of nowhere. Likes to pretend 
to be psychic. Retired. Flux. Brute/Mover by way of Breaker. Isn't an 
Alexandria package, but plays one on TV. Left the city :| 


(Showing page 1 of 4) 
> UserFacingSystem 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


New names are neat, | guess, but is anything actually going to 
change? 


> ExpectationStation 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@UserFacingSystem | don't think so, but that's not necessarily a bad 
thing, the way Brockton looks these days. 


> Tetromino (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


Feels like only yesterday | was hiding in my office watching them 
beat the snot out of the Wards at the bank. 


> esemaich 


Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 

Are you a cape @ALaCarte? You seem to know a ton about these 
guys, and I'm fairly sure this thread went up BEFORE the press 
release ::suspicious:: 

> TarrasqueTough (Unverified Cape) 

Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 

I'm not sure how to feel about this. More heroes is good, but just 
wiping the slate clean seems wrong, somehow. Yes, they only have 
two or three really ‘high-profile’ crimes to their name, but... ugh. | 
don't know. It feels like the system is broken. 

> Gaargoth (Veteran Member) 

Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@esemaich might just be one of the people who works with the 
group. Tag says he's a Brocktonite. 


> MP404 (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@Gaargoth definitely seems like he's had personal experience with 
the group. 


@Tetromino | know the feeling. It's been a crazy year. 
> Jura Hawk 

Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 

@MP404 careful, there's still two weeks left! 


On topic: I've got to side with @TarrasqueTough here. The full 
pardon with 0 consequences leaves a bad taste in my mouth. | get 


WHY it happened, we need all the heroes we can get after Cauldron 
nearly killed the PRT, but that doesn't mean | LIKE it. 


> ALaCarte (Original Poster) (Cape Groupie) (At Ground Zero: 
Brockton Bay) 


Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@esemaich: Gaargoth has it more or less right (cept I'm a she, 
tyvm). | was in Grue's territory after Leviathan. Did some non-crime 
stuff like keeping a lookout for looters and delivering messages while 
the phones were still down. Fun times. 


@Tarrasque Tough: that's how it goes sometimes. Its not like rich 
assholes don't get off every day just cuz they have more money than 
the rest of us. Justice is fucked. In this case, it just happens to be 
fucked in a direction (Some of) us Brocktonites like. 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 
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> MP404 (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@ALaCarte If not for your tags I'd think you were posing but | guess 
they sum you up pretty well. What you found "fun" | found 
"interesting" in the Chinese curse sense. 


@TarrasqueTough @Jura Hawk as one of the people sharing space 
with the Under-| mean, 'Bayside Group,’ I'm not particularly fussed 
about the whole crime&punishment thing. Yeah they're not innocent 
but after the amount of work they did putting the city back together 
I'd be pretty mad if the Protectorate rolled up and arrested them 
/now/. 


> Ralbar (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 


Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 

@TarrasqueTough @Jura Hawk like @ALaCarte and @MP404 said, 
Brockton Bay really likes the Undersiders. They're practically city 
mascots at this point. | know it may look crazy to people who weren't 
there but these guys stepped up when we needed them and people 
remember that. Plus AFAIK they've been completely clean ever 
since the BBB. 

> netted 

Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


No ones commented on the "Tattletale = Retired" thing yet? That 
wasn't in the linked press release. 


> SleeplessinSpace 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@ALaCarte you probably don't want to be admitting to gang activity 
on a public forum. Just saying. 


> Porastibi 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 
@netted insider information? 


> ALaCarte (Original Poster) (Cape Groupie) (At Ground Zero: 
Brockton Bay) 


Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 
@SleeplessInSpace NON-CRIME stuff | said. No big deal. 


@Porastibi Not really? Announcement didn't mention Tattletale cuz 
she's off the team, same as Flux. 


> netted 

Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 

@ALaCarte do you know that or are you guessing? 
> Sniptooth25 (At Ground Zero: Brockton Bay) 
Replied On Dec 15th 2011: 


@netted I'd take @ALaCarte at her word. She's very well informed 
when it comes to Brockton Bay stuff. 


Speaking of which, @ALaCarte, do you know why Flux left? | figured 
it was because she decided to be a hero, but now they're ALL 
heroes, so it obviously wasn't that. 


> ALaCarte (Original Poster) (Cape Groupie) (At Ground Zero: 
Brockton Bay) 


Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 
@Sniptooth25: Aw, thanks. To answer the question, it was some 
huge interpersonal drama... thing. Flux made some of the others 


really mad about something involving some event. Don't know the 
specifics, didn't ask. 


> EstebenOnline 
Replied On Dec 16th 2011: 


@MP404 @Jura Hawk "How much could happen in the last two 
weeks?" 


Flux joins the Protectorate! 


End of Page. 1, 2, 3, 4 
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“The problem is that ‘Flux’ is a villain,” the man said. He was the 
Public Relations ‘expert’ who was in charge of my ‘redesign’, a totally 
interchangeable office drone whose name I'd already forgotten, so 


that didn’t bode well. “I know you like the name, but you need a new 
start, something fresh to symbolize a new you.” 


“Flux has been a hero for the past month,” | argued. 

“Flux debuted as a villain,” he replied, moving the goalposts out of 
my reach. “It’s a stage name, ma’am, nothing more. Please, just 
hear me out?” 


| nodded unhappily. 


“First, we were thinking of a patriotic theme. Something like Miss 
America-” 


“The beauty pageant?” | snarked. 
“A rank, maybe? Captain America has a nice ring to it.” 
“Isn't that taken?” 


“It was just an example,” he said, smiling hopefully. “‘Major’, perhaps, 
or-” 


“Too pretentious,” | said before he could get carried away. “You’d be 
setting me up to fail, putting me on a pedestal like that.” 


“All right, then. We could do something more power related.” He 
shuffled through his papers. “You’re fearless and famously hard to 
hurt. How does ‘Dreadnought’ sound?” 

“Like a boat.” 


“Something more carefree, then?” he suggested. “Wonder Girl?” 


“Are you fucking serious?” 


“That’s a no, then.” He frowned. “How about we look at costumes 
first, and then come back to the name?” 


“What's wrong with my costume?” 
“ts? 


“-a villain costume, | know,” | grumbled. “That was a rhetorical 
question. Fine, what horrors do you have for me?” 


He showed me. 


“You cannot be serious,” | said. “I can fly. Why the hell would you put 
me in a skirt?” 


“There are leggings underneath-” 
“No. Hard no. What have you got without a skirt?” 
“How about-” 


“No bared midriff or cleavage, either,” | interrupted, before he’d even 
pulled the page out of the folder. It wasn’t even the principle of the 
thing; power nullifiers were a known threat, and after running into 
Animos again around Thanksgiving, | didn’t want to give up a single 
scrap of armor. 


The man began to flip through his costume sketches nervously. 
Sweat trickled down his face as he got ever closer to the end of the 
stack. 


“I’m sure we can find a compromise,” he said, putting aside the stack 
of paper and pulling out his laptop to start a new sketch. 


“Okay,” | said, “let’s compromise. How about we take my old jacket- 
bodysuit combo and throw some stars and stripes on it?” 


“Hmm. Something like... this?” he asked, flipping the screen around 
to show a paper doll with the American Flag painted over the jacket 
and body. 


“Not the actual flag,” | said. “That’s too much. Take a blue base, then 
add stars and stripes for decoration.” 


He nodded and edited the sketch before showing me the new 
version. It took him about ten minutes, so he was actually trying, at 
least. “How’s this?” he asked hopefully as he turned the screen to 
face me. 


It looked... a lot like | was deliberately ripping off Captain America, 
actually, but at least that meant it looked nice. It also replaced my 
mask and visor with a simple domino mask. “I want to keep the mask 
and visor,” | said. 


“We like people to be able to see your eyes,” he replied. “It makes 
you more approachable.” 


| frowned. 


“You should also grow your hair out, since a wig won't sit as nicely if 
it’s not attached to your mask.” 


| frowned harder... then saw my opening. 
“I'll lose the visor and grow my hair out if you let me keep the name.” 
“The name is the least negotiable part!” he exclaimed. 


Ah-hah! “Then I'll change the name if you let me keep the mask and 
visor.” 


“... one of the least negotiable parts,” he corrected himself. 


| felt a headache coming on. 


We reached a compromise: | got to keep my visor and its myriad 
features, but it was transparent so people could see my eyes 
through the mask | wore under it. | didn’t have to grow my hair out, 
since | could keep the mask more or less the same-slightly more 
concealing on the upper face and slightly less so on the lower half. 
As for the costume, my bodysuit now featured a upwards-shooting 
five-pointed star on my chest trailing red and white stripes, and my 
jacket had a matching star on the back and more red and white 
detailing on the shoulders and sleeves. 


The good news was that | got to make my new costume myself. | 
suspected that if I'd left it up to the PRT costumers, they’d have cut 
out the center of the star for a boob window or had me bare my 
midriff ‘accidentally’, protests be damned. 


The bad news was that I’d lost the fight over my name. I'd gone with 
‘Dreadnought’, since that was one of the few options | was given that 
weren't outright bad, but | missed the simplicity of ‘Flux’. | didn’t see 
why | couldn’t keep the name, since my journey from villain to hero 
was being actively pushed as an inspirational story (and to sell toys 
of my old costume, since it was rare that the PRT ever got proper 
rights to villain likenesses), but ultimately it wasn’t worth the battle. 


The toys (and t-shirts, and jackets) hit shelves before the ink on the 
contract was even dry. Diane sent me an email that simply said, 
“Congratulations on finally merchandising!” It was a bittersweet 
callback, but one | appreciated all the same. 


Meeting the team was awkward. Most of the heroes were coolly 
professional, but it was a thin mask over resentment, suspicion, 
hostility, or some combination thereof. The post of ‘Official Wards 
Babysitter’ might not have any real authority, but I’d still taken a 
prestigious position away from someone else. 


In some ways, it was a metaphor for my being here at all. Max could 
have picked absolutely anyone from my planet. There have got to be 
millions of people who deserve a shot at unlimited power more than | 
do. 


But he picked me because-in forty years-| would have been 
someone worth knowing. 


Armsmaster was sworn in on January 3rd, 2012, and my duties as 
Wards mentor-New York Protectorate Liaison to the Wards, if you 
wanted to be fancy-began with introductions. 


The Wards were waiting in their common area in the second sublevel 
of the Protectorate skyscraper in downtown Manhattan, a large, 
Square space sectioned off from the briefing room, locker room, and 
sleeping areas by curtained archways. The Wards themselves were 
lined up in various states of attention ranging from proper parade 
rest to your typical teenage why-do-l-have-to-stand-when-there-are- 
perfectly-good-chairs-over-there slouch. | didn’t have time to take in 
much more than that before the yelling started. 


“Oh shit!” Flechette yelled. “It’s you!” 


“You!” Glory Girl echoed from the end of the line. “You're 
Dreadnought? Are you fucking kidding me?” 


Oh, of all the damn coincidences- 


It took a herculean level of self-control not to facepalm, a struggle 
apparently shared by Frenetic-the Wards team leader after Jouster 
had graduated back in September. 


“Damn it, guys,” he muttered, “can we not make a terrible first 
impression? Just once?” His mask covered the lower half of his face, 
rather than the eyes like most capes, and his costume was vaguely 
themed after the ‘dashing rogue’, mixing ‘woodland ranger’, ‘pirate’, 
and ‘ninja’. He was a super-parkour mover with a minor brute/striker 
rating, so his costume was designed to both highlight and enable his 
mobility. 


“Sorry,” Flechette muttered. Glory Girl did not apologize, but at least 
kept her mouth shut. 


“So, Frenetic,” | said, “Would you introduce us?” 


“Oh, right,” he said. “Uh, I’m Frenetic, but you obviously know that.” 
He cleared his throat self-consciously, and then ran through the line. 
There were nearly a dozen Wards in the team, including Glory Girl- 
though she was more ‘attached to’ the team than ‘on’ it-and 
Frenetic’s haste made it even harder to keep up. 


Fender, a shaker who worked by redirecting forces, wore a tan suit 
with gray armor that brought to mind storm clouds. Kindler, a 
pyrokinetic master who made minions out of flame, had a costume 
styled after fire-fighter gear. Flechette, I’d already met, after a 
fashion; | hadn’t recognized her at the time, but she was the purple- 
clad cape Leviathan had thrown at me like a dodgeball, and the 
canon owner of Sting, Emily’s shard-power. Zephyr was a preteen 
aerokinetic suffering from power incontinence whose loose-fitting 
and severely tasseled costume blew in the wind he couldn't fully turn 
off. And the list went on-if | hadn’t read the dossiers already, | would 
have been totally lost. 


Glory Girl was the last to be named, simply because she was on the 
end of the line. She was still fuming at the revelation that she’d be 
working with me for the foreseeable future and didn’t acknowledge 
her own introduction at all. | wondered how mad she’d be if | got her 
transferred across the country, and if the threat of doing so would be 
enough to keep her from doing everything in her power to make my 
life difficult for however long she was stuck in the Wards. Or with the 
Wards, since she apparently wasn't part of the team enough for 
anyone to warn me she'd be here in advance. 


Or Armsmaster had discovered practical jokes, which was a 
terrifying thought. 


“And that’s us,” Frenetic finished. “I’m team leader for the next 
month, then Flechette for a week or two, then Kindler gets to deal 


with leadership for more than a year.” Kindler didn’t look thrilled by 
that at all, nor did Glory Girl, who | Knew should be turning eighteen 
soon. | guess as a ‘guest’, she wasn’t eligible for leadership. 


“Well, it’s nice to meet you all,” | said. “Some of you-” | pointedly did 
not look at Glory Girl, “-might have heard of me as Flux, but going 
forward, I'll be Dreadnought. I’ve met some of you before, but | look 
forward to getting a chance to work with you.” It wasn't a lie, 
although | had my doubts about whether Glory Girl would give me 
that chance. 


The Wards, for their part, took that as a dismissal. Most of them 
headed straight to the changing rooms, intent on heading home now 
that their procedural obligation had been met. A few lingered; 
Flechette wanted to talk to me, Frenetic kept an eye on Glory Girl, 
Glory Girl wasn’t done glaring at me, and one of the younger Wards- 
Shimmerblade, a young girl in a psychedelically patterned white and 
blue costume-hovered nearby waiting her turn. 


Flechette was the first to approach me. “I never got a chance to 
thank you after the battle,” she said. “I really thought | was done for 
when Leviathan grabbed me.” 


“I’m pretty sure he threw you at me,” | admitted, “so it wasn’t a great 
catch or anything.” 


“Still, anyone else | might have hit would have broken me in half.” 
She reached up and removed her visor. “I’m Lily.” 


“Kasey,” | said, removing my own mask-visor combo. 

“Nice to meet you, Kasey.” We shook hands. Lily glanced back at 
where Glory Girl and Frenetic were quietly arguing. “What’s the 
grudge between you and Glory Girl?” 


“That's a long, ugly story,” | said, “and I’m just going to make her 
angrier at me if | start gossiping about it.” 


“I'll ask her, then,” Lily said. She put her visor back on and said 
goodbye. Frenetic had pulled Glory Girl into the briefing room, so 
that left me alone with Shimmerblade, a young Japanese-American 
girl who looked about fourteen. 


“Good to see you again,” Shimmerblade said as she approached. 
She pulled her helmet off to reveal a pair of striking hazel eyes. “I’m 
Katie. Can | call you Kasey?” 


“Sure. Nice to meet you, Katie,” | said. “I’m afraid | don’t remember 
meeting you before.” 


She cocked her head, then laughed. “Oh, of course, you don’t 
recognize me. Ahem.” Katie cleared her throat, glanced around to 
make sure no one had wandered back in to eavesdrop, then 
drawled, “Emperor. You must be truly desperate, to sit at my table.” 


The voice was perfect, and there was no one else who would have 
been present- 


“No. No way!” | checked my own volume, then whispered, “You're 
supposed to be dead!” 


She shook her head. “Shinigami’s dead. I’m Shimmerblade.” 
“But... the monument... how?” 


“You probably saw my attack,” she whispered back. “It was the first 
time I'd ever encountered... resistance to my power, and the 
headache nearly knocked me out. | was sitting duck when Leviathan 
decided to make sure | couldn't do that again. The last thing | 
remember is feeling Leviathan’s claw go straight through me... | 
blacked out, and came to fully healed in the medical center, eyes 
included. Someone must have grabbed me and dragged me to 
safety, though I’m not sure how they kept me alive long enough to 
heal me.” 


| whistled. “That’s... yikes. | can’t even imagine.” Losing a single arm 
really didn’t compare. “So... how did you end up here?” 


“| didn’t have my wristband, and | was missing the single most 
distinguishing feature of my old persona,” she said simply. “I got 
lucky and caught Legend while he was checking on the wounded, 
and we worked out a deal.” 


“And your power?” 


Katie nodded and held a hand out, summoning an iridescent, 
semitransparent sword more than six feet long. “It’s sort of a... 
cutting field. | use them as swords because it’s flashy and effective 
as a threat, but | can extend them out to about eighty feet with line of 
sight if | just want to destroy something.” She waved the blade back 
and forth a bit, turning it this way and that to let me see it from 
different angles. 


“| think this is what it’s supposed to do,” she said. “But since | was 
blind, and had this new ‘sense’, | was trying to see with it, which 
meant | was ‘feeling’ my way around with what was effectively a 
parahuman-power super-blender. ‘Destructive analysis’, to put it 
lightly.” 


“Wow...” 


“You do not want to touch it,” she added, dismissing the blade before 
my dumb ass managed to poke it. 


| laughed nervously. | hadn’t ever realized I’d been reaching for it. 
“Do | want to Know what would have happened to my finger if | had?” 


“Nothing, probably. You were going to poke the flat of the blade, 
right?” 


“Of course!” 


“Then, yeah, probably nothing. | was just messing with you.” Katie 
grinned, then added, “So | guess your conspiracy won?” 


“Not really,” | said, lowering my voice back to a near whisper. 
“Winning’ wouldn’t have involved such a massive clusterfuck. It 


would have been better if we’d managed to bring the truth out gently, 
but... we didn't.” 


She hummed. “killing Leviathan was your work, though?” 

“Not personally, but yes, that was us.” 

Katie nodded happily. “Well, you certainly got it done.” She clapped 
her helmet back on her head, still grinning. “I look forward to working 
with you, Dee-En.” 

“Please don’t initialize my name. It’s not even easier to say.” 
“Dreddy?” 

“This is revenge for the -dono thing, isn’t it?” | groaned. 

She just smirked. 
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It was nearing mid-afternoon, and | still hadn’t eaten lunch yet, so 
Shimmerblade and | took our conversation up to the cafeteria. We 
loaded our plates and-in a weird moment of deja vu-took our seats 


across from each other at a small table in the far corner of the empty 
dining area. 


“I’ve been following the news from Brockton Bay,” she said, once 
we'd gotten through our first buffet-load. “Seems like you guys 
cleaned up pretty well.” 

“We did all right,” | said. “It was... it wasn’t nice, but we got it done.” 


“And now you’re all heroes.” 


“Yeah.” My fingers tapped out a steady rhythm on the tabletop as | 
thought. “It’s weird how everything has been forgiven.” 


“Politics,” Shimmerblade said with a shrug. 


“| Suppose so.” The tapping stopped as | picked up my fork and 
resumed my meal. “I’m not sure we deserve it, to be honest.” 


“You don’t, or we don’t?” she asked. 


“I don't,” | corrected myself. “I’m not judging you. Your situation 
was... unique.” 


“Uniquely fucked.” 


“Exactly... but that’s the thing. You had to play a shit hand. The 
same is true of a lot of the Und- the ‘Bayside Group’. 


“| have no defense. | could have gone straight to the Protectorate- 
well, the Wards, but the point stands. | have a power that is broadly 
useful for non-lethal takedowns and rescue work. My family life is 
pretty normal. | grew up privileged. | had all the things | needed to be 
a good, functional, contributing member of society, and | just didn’t.” 


“You still triggered,” Shimmerblade pointed out. “You got powers. 
That alone means you're not a happy person, | think.” 


“True enough.” There was a pause as both of us took a bite at the 
same time. “What was it like, being in charge of something like the 
ABB?” 


“Insane,” she said. “It was- okay, let me start at the beginning. You 
probably heard the rumors about how | triggered.” 


| nodded. 


“It happened more or less like that, but | think | actually triggered 
before they took my other eye. It would make more sense for why | 
got a giant knife as my superpower. Anyway, | didn’t Know what | 


had, or how to use it, just that | suddenly had this new distracting 
sensation. If I'd had a little more time...” she trailed off, then shook 
her head. “No use wondering. Anyway, they took my eyes, and when 
| tried to see something-reflexively, | mean-well, | smeared the 
skinhead across the wall. And then | did it to his friends, and when | 
realized | couldn’t stop, | ran. | covered my eyes without stopping to 
wonder if I'd do the same thing to my hands, and | ran. 


“| lived on the streets for a few days before Seki tracked me down. 
He actually came in from out of state to do it; rumors had gotten 
around of a blind Asian cape who could blow people up with her 
mind, so they called in some sort of favor with some Triad splinter 
group up in Maine and ‘bought’ one of their capes, who was going by 
the name ‘Spectacle’ at the time. Anyway, they sent the newly- 
renamed Seki to track me down, and he more or less dragged me in 
front of the ABB chiefs. Not that | was really offering any resistance. 


“Seki could probably have taken control of the gang himself if he was 
anyone else, but he didn’t want it, and... don’t get me wrong, he was 
a great ally, but frankly he’s not cut out for that sort of leadership. 
The highly visible sort, | mean. He’s smart, but he’s not... forceful, in 
person. He can be impressive in his illusions, but his power only 
works On one person at a time.” 


“Ah,” | said. “I suspected it was something like that.” 


“Yeah. Anyway, he dragged me in front of the current leaders, and 
they more or less told me that they’d take care of me if | served as 
their attack dog. | was too desperate to decline, but... | didn’t want to 
be a weapon. 


“| sort of... invented Shinigami in the middle of the meeting. | was 
scared, hungry, dirty, and powerless, and | hated it, so | created a 
character who wasn’t those things, and then |... played her. In 
hindsight, it’s weird how well it worked. By the end of the day, | was 
in charge. So that’s how | got there.” 


I’d finished my bland, heat-lamp-broiled pasta while she’d been 
speaking, so | didn’t have to finish chewing before | could reply. 
“That’s quite the story,” | said. 


“Was it similar for you?” she asked. “Being Flux, | mean. You 
certainly acted a lot different at our meeting than you do for the 
cameras.” 


“It was, actually. | guess the biggest difference is that | didn’t invent 
Flux entirely; | hammed it up during the bank job, then followed up 
online, and when it came time for my next public appearance | 
adopted the most flattering interpretation of the character.” 


She nodded. “I was surprised how much of being a cape is just 
acting the part. You asked what it was like running a gang? 
Sometimes it felt like a bad comedy plot, where some random 
schmuck gets mistaken for someone important and has to bullshit 
his way through a ton of responsibility. Sometimes it felt like herding 
cats. And sometimes it just felt like | was back in drama class, 
performing for a crowd of armed, angry men who would shoot me if | 
slipped.” 


“Stressful,” | chimed in. 


“Extremely stressful, but also... it’s a kind of stress | was used to. 
Not the threatening-to-shoot-me part, | mean... the point | was 
making with the whole story about how | got to be leader in the first 
place is that, somehow, | made the problem something | was good at 
solving, if that makes sense. | have no idea how to run a gang, but it 
turns out that a lot of it is just telling people to do what they would do 
anyway. The missing portion is acting like you're the most powerful 
person in the room, and being convincing enough that no one 
challenges you.” 


| understood what she was trying to say. “And you’re good at acting.” 


“I try,” she said humbly. “It still wasn’t easy, of course. Seki was a 
huge help, and not just because his power made him perfect for 


getting around my blindness. He helped write my speeches, 
sometimes in real time, filling in whenever | couldn’t improvise fast 
enough. He was the perfect aide, really, and I’m glad he’s doing 
well.” 


“Were you close?” 


“We were. We had to be. If | couldn't trust him, | couldn’t use him, 
and | needed him. | don’t know if you’ve ever been affected by his 
power...” 


“Not knowingly.” 


“Well, that’s just it,” she said, jabbing her fork in my general direction. 
“If he has you, he has you. Sight, sound, smell, touch... he can't 
affected your sense of ‘self’, like, your body, you Know what | mean?” 


“Proprioception?” 
“What's that?” 


“It’s...” |waved my arms around like an idiot. “It’s the sense of where 
your limbs are and what position your joints are in.” 


“Oh, yeah, that’s what | meant. That’s pretty much the only thing he 
can’t mess with, so if he ever wanted to get rid of me, all he’d have 
to do is modify one thing... hearing, sight, anything. But if he wanted 
to get rid of me, take over the gang, /eave the gang... | wouldn't 
have stopped him. | trusted that he knew he could ask things of me 
rather than try to go behind my back. 


“Our relationship was... | want to say ‘intimate’, but that implies 
things I’m ‘too young for’.” Air quotes. “We were intimately trusting, | 
guess. We had to be, because either of us could kill the other at any 
moment.” 


“That sounds... ‘nerve-wracking’ doesn’t even come close.” 


“It might have been, if I'd been watching him for signs of betrayal, but 
| wasn't. | trusted him like family, and | think he did the same to me.” 


“Speaking of family...” 
“They don’t know I’m alive, no,” she said, a bit harshly. 
“They don’t know?” 


“They don’t know. | never went home after | triggered, and... | don't 
want them to know what | did. What | had to do. 


“So | led,” Shimmerblade continued before | could pursue that line of 
thought any further. “| changed what | could, when | could. That 
wasn’t much. | couldn’t lower the protection payments or we’d run 
out of money to pay our own bills. | couldn’t shut down the sex trade 
or I'd end up with a knife in my back. | couldn’t actually go out and 
fight unless | wanted a lot more attention that | could take. Mostly, | 
was just a deterrent, a reminder that there was a line that could be 
crossed where | would go out to fight.” She dipped her head. “And 
sometimes | had to. Alabaster called my bluff. If | didn’t respond, I'd 
lose everything. 


“So | did.” 

“| won't judge you for that,” | said. “You probably know who | got.” 
“Night?” 

“And Hemorrhagia and Vex.” 

“Solo?” 


“For all intents and purposes. | hit Vex too hard, then shot 
Hemorrhagia in the head.” 


“That's still only three.” She laughed bitterly. “God, ‘only three’. Just 
like you said on that interview: might makes right isn’t a nice way to 
live.” 


“The comment was ‘might makes might’, actually.” 
Shimmerblade cocked her head. “What does that mean?” 


“It means that sometimes strength is the only thing that matters.. and 
that what kind of strength it is doesn’t. Might equals might, in any 
form. It doesn’t matter if you have a strong power, a strong team, a 
strong gang, whatever. The only question is whether or not there’s 
someone strong enough to stop you, and if they’re willing to bet on 
it.” 


“That’s sort of my story,” she said. “I could have gone into the Wards, 
even with my broken power, if they’d found me first. | could have 
refused to work with the ABB, fought my way out if | had to and fled 
to the PRT. But the heroes weren't working. | was blinded because 
Lung was gone, and the skinheads didn’t have anyone to fear. | 
became that fear to protect other people like me as best | could.” 


| could only nod along with that. It wasn’t that far off what the 
Undersiders had become following Leviathan, the ‘something bad’ 
that happened to the outright evil villains. 


“Maybe that’s how we ended up here,” | mused. “Pardoned, | mean. 
We may have been villains, but we weren't villains for our own sake.” 


“Maybe.” 


Someone entered the cafeteria, and | glanced over to see Director 
Piggot heading straight for our table. “Oh boy, here we go,” | 
muttered. Shimmerblade didn’t comment. 


We sat in silence as Piggot made her way through the room until she 
arrived at our table. 


“Dreadnought,” Piggot said. She’d lost a bit of weight and no longer 
needed the cane she’d been using after Leviathan, but she still didn’t 
look like she was in good shape. 


“Director Piggot,” | replied neutrally. 


Piggot shot a look at Shimmerblade, who took the hint and vacated 
the table. | expected Piggot to take a vacant seat, but she remained 
standing. 


“Would you like to sit down?” | asked. 


“No. | am here to...” Piggot tried and failed not to make a face. 
“Apologize. | was unprofessional in our last... meeting.” 


“| accept your apology,” | said immediately. “It was a stressful time for 
everyone, and... it wasn’t the right time or place to say it, but you 
were right, in the end.” | was starting to get uncomfortable with the 
standing/sitting arrangement, so | stood up and picked up my tray. 
“Walk with me?” 


Piggot gave a short, sharp nod. 


“You were right about me being selfish and immature,” | said as | 
bussed my dishes. “You were right that | was doing the right thing for 
the wrong reasons. And you were right about how it ended. | didn’t 
just decide to leave the Bay on a whim.” 


She grunted. | finished and headed out of the cafeteria, walking 
slowly so she could easily keep pace. I’d hoped she'd pick up the 
conversation, but she remained silent. 


“You don't like me,” | said. 


“| do not,” she said. “The public does-and you used their opinion like 
a weapon at every turn-but | have nothing but disdain for people like 
you. | don’t know what sort of fight drove you out of the city, but | 
doubt it would improve my opinion of you.” 


“It would not.” The cafeteria doors opening onto one of the myriad 
hallways of the PRT headquarters, linoleum floors between painted 
drywall under bright halogen bulbs in tiled ceilings, all in colors so 


forgettable they defied description. “But it did prove you right,” | 
continued, “so there’s that.” 


“Did it?” Piggot asked. “You're free. Your old team is free. Free and 
pardoned, officially, by the President himself at the Chief Director’s 
recommendation.” She clicked her tongue. “I had half a mind to 
resign rather than read that statement to the press. It’s politics at its 
most vile. The people in power-with power-make the rules, and the 
rest follow.” 


“What’s the alternative?” | asked. “No offense to your leadership, but 
the Bay was a shithole before it was half-razed to the ground. 
Keeping the supervillains on the dark side of the fence would just be 
returning to the same old system.” 


“Did you read the papers?” 
The sudden change of topic confused me. “The... newspapers?” 


“The Cauldron Papers,” Piggot said. She stopped in front of a 
window and turned to look out at the street a story below, watching 
the cars go by. “Brockton Bay was their little project. They wanted a 
shithole. Everything | tried to do as Director to improve the city was 
blocked from the highest levels of both the Protectorate and PRT, 
because they were using Brockton Bay as a petri dish.” She spat the 
words. “So now, here | am, the director they wanted to fail, watching 
a bunch of criminals we should be arresting be welcomed with open 
arms. What do you think | feel, Dreadnought?” 


Livid? Frustrated? Angry? Slighted? 
“Helpless,” | said. 


Piggot turned back to me in surprise before resuming her people- 
watching. “Maybe,” she admitted. “I hate that it’s come to this. That 
this is necessary, this... compromise. In a just world, you and your 
friends would be serving time in a high-security prison, not going out 
on press tours.” 


“In a just world, we’d have never been villains in the first place,” | 
argued. 


“Hmph.” 

A minute passed in silence. 

“How old are you?” Piggot asked me. 
“Eighteen.” 

“Parents alive?” 

“One of them.” 

“Mother or father?” 

“Mother.” 

“Does she know you're a cape?” 
“No.” 

| waited for another question, but Piggot was done. 
“Why do you ask?” 


“I’m trying to figure out how you got here,” she said. “It’s not just that 
| don’t like you, ‘Dreadnought’, it’s that | don’t trust you. | don’t trust 
the way things seem to go right for you. You don't just land on your 
feet, you stick the landing every time. Everywhere you go and 
everything you do has you come out smelling like roses while the 
people in your way crash and burn. You're either a brilliant 
mastermind or a consummate opportunist; | can’t say for sure which 
itis, and | don’t really care. | wouldn’t trust you either way.” 


That really wasn’t what it had looked like from my perspective, but | 
didn’t have much hope of convincing her of that. “Do you trust any 
capes?” | asked instead. 


“Trust is earned, and very few people earn mine, capes or 
otherwise.” 


“Fewer capes than ‘otherwise’, I’m guessing.” 


“Capes are troublesome due to their circumstances,” she admitted. 
“By nature, they’re armed before they’re trained, and then they 
ignore the need for training because they’re already armed. And, of 
course, the entire ‘mask culture’ tends to insulate them from the 
consequences of their actions... as I’m sure you know.” 


That was an obvious dig at my unjust pardon, but | didn’t rise to the 
bait, and the conversation lapsed. For a minute, we just watched the 
Cars go by. 


Again, Piggot was the one to break the silence. “The way you talk 
makes you sound like you’ve grown up,” she said. “You say | was 
right, like you know better now, but | have my doubts. You're a 
showman, and possibly the least authentic person | have ever met.” 
She turned, her eyes scanning me from head to toe before she 
delivered her verdict. 


“You haven’t matured at all.” 
“How can you tell?” | asked sharply. 


“Because you took the job,” she said, hands on her hips. “You 
shouldn't be here.” 


My insecurities had been telling me much the same thing. 
“We'll see,” | said. 
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Chapter 49: Redemption 


Piggot may have apologized, but the following conversation had 
made it clear that it was a token gesture. We would not be friends. 


It wasn’t the only apology | received that month. Lisa’s apology 


was... well, it was a more sincere apology than Piggot’s, at least, 
even with the list of excuses bolted to it. 


From: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 

To: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 

Date: January 9th, 2012 

Subject: | owe you an apology 

Kasey... 

I’ve been putting this off for ages, but | suppose there’s no time like 
the present, right? Especially considering your new job. 
(Congratulations on that, by the way.) 

| regret how | handled things ‘at the end’, as it were. Reading back 
over this, it sounds like a load of excuses, but | still think | should 


explain myself. 


| never liked you. I’d even say | disliked you, strongly. It only got 
worse once | got a look behind the curtain. You had everything, and 


you were still just... slumming it with a bunch of two-bit players for 
kicks. Because you ‘knew’ us like Taylor ‘knows’ Frodo and the 
Fellowship. How was | supposed to process that? 


It was especially bad for me because I’m not the sort of kind, loyal 
friend you seemed to think | was, and | found myself living in fear 
that one day I'd say or do something that made you realize that. The 
‘sociopath’ reading | got was because you were hanging out with 
characters, not people. What would you do if | didn’t match the 
‘character’ you thought of me as? Would you get to know me? Or 
would you... fuck, | don’t Know. | was scared to find out. 


In some ways, it was like | was still working for Calvert. Worse, 
maybe, because you wanted to be friends, rather than a distant 
voice over the telephone. | spent every day with you tip-toeing 
around, wondering if today was the day | finally put my foot in my 
mouth deep enough to choke to death. 


So when Taylor asked questions, | may have presented a somewhat 
biased viewpoint. Not intentionally, | think, but | had my view, and | 
shared it. Then when | went over to follow up, and | saw you lying 
there wallowing in self-pity... 


| think the first thing that went through my head was “This is the 
person I’ve been afraid of for the last year?” It made me mad, that 
someone I’d dreaded for so long could be so pathetic. 


So | went off. Hard. All my pent-up frustration, anger, and fear just 
boiled over, and | said a lot of things | shouldn’t have about you, your 
actions, your character... my ‘instincts’ were going crazy, and | let 
them. | might not have, if you’d been more of a participant, but as it 
was, you being so angsty just made me madder, and | kept going 
even after | knew | should have stopped. 


It wasn’t until the next day that things started to sink in. Especially 
the bit about... you know. | was terrified that one day I’d wake up to 
you offering snide commentary in my head as a permanent reminder 
of the time | became the worst thing | can imagine. | started following 


your new career like a hawk because | knew that if you died 
somehow, I’d never be able to let go of the thought that it was 
because / made you not want to live anymore. 


In a way, it let me walk a mile in your shoes. It’s similar to how you 
were feeling then, I’d bet. You’d done something in the spur of the 
moment, and then realized what it meant. What the consequences 
were, and what it said about you. 


So | want to apologize. I’m sorry. | could have handled that entire 
thing in a hundred different ways, and almost all of them would have 
been better than just kicking you a couple dozen times while you 
were down. 


You don’t have to respond. | just... | wanted to get this off my chest. 
I’m sorry. 


-Lisa 


From: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 

To: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 

Date: January 9th, 2012 

Subject: Re: | owe you an apology. 

Lisa, 

I'll accept your apology, but | can’t help but feel that you’re reaching 
out to me for yourself, not to actually make amends. You’re worried 
about how it affects you, not me, and managed to call me selfish, 
pathetic, and crazy in the same email you apologized for calling me 


names, not to mention blaming my attitude for your actions. 


-Kasey 


From: Lisa W (littlebird123@quikmail.com) 
To: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 
Date: January 9th, 2012 

Subject: Re: Re: | owe you an apology 


Damnit, I’m not good at apologizing. I’m not the type to say sorry, 
even when | am, which is probably less often than | should be. 


What am | supposed to say? You’re right, I’m reaching out for my 
sake. I’m trying to make myself feel better. | hope my apology is 
worth something anyway. 


That bit about you being ‘angsty’ wasn’t supposed to blame you, but 
looking at it again | can see that it was. That’s not cool. Like | said, | 
have a good idea of how you felt, and holy shit if you’d actually done 
something | would be every bit as much of a wreck as you were 
then. 

For what it’s worth, | do want to take back the things | said. | do want 
you to not have suffered from my tantrum. | do want you to feel 
better. | am -sincerely- sorry. 


If | have selfish reasons for that, then that’s because I’m a selfish 
person. 


-Lisa 


From: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 
To: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 
Date: January 10th, 2012 


Subject: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology. 


“Well then maybe I’m just selfish” isn’t really an apology either. 


-K 


From: Lisa W (littlebird123@quikmail.com) 

To: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 
Date: January 9th, 2012 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology 


Holy fuck | really suck at this. | grit my teeth and tried analyzing my 
half of this conversation and it doesn’t say great things about my 
sincerity at all. 


God, sometimes | wish | could read myself the way | read other 
people, no matter how much that would suck. 


I’m sorry for how | acted. My feelings weren’t your fault. You went out 
of your way to help me out of a bad situation and into a position way 
better than | could have hoped, and while your reasons for doing so 
were weird, you really didn’t expect anything from me except, well, 
me. | put the pressure on myself, built you up into an enemy despite 
everything you’d done for me, and then hit you as hard as | could the 
moment your were vulnerable because | was afraid of all the things 
you could do, even if you’d shown no sign that you would. 


I’m not sure what to say about the selfishness, though. Isn’t that how 
we work? Even ‘selfless’ things are done for some sense of internal 
or external validation. You wouldn’t be volunteering if you weren't 
getting something out of it, even if it’s just the pride of a job well 
done. 


-Lisa 


From: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 

To: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 

Date: January 10th, 2012 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology. 


That’s pretty cynical, but | won’t argue the point. | wrote Taylor an 
apology too (she deserves a lot more than an apology from me) and 
if I’m honest it was for me as well. I'm ashamed of what | did, and 
even if she doesn’t forgive me, | want her to Know that I’m sorry - 
emphasis on “I want.” 


As for your ‘attack’, the things you said wouldn't have hurt so badly if 
they weren't true on some level. Some of them were things | needed 
to hear, if not in precisely that fashion. 


You can rest easy about my mental health. I’ve found something 
worth living for. | may not be able to make up for the things I’ve 
done-or didn’t do-but that’s not for me to judge. And you know what? 
Being bad was fun, but being good feels good. I’ve slept easier at 
night than | have for years, in either sense. So maybe what | get out 
of being good is just the warm feeling of helping and a side of self- 
respect. 


| was thoughtless, and cruel, but I’m working to change. If you don’t 
want to be a selfish person, you can change too. 


What are you doing lately, anyway? | saw you'd ‘retired’ from your 
previous position. 

From: Lisa W (littlebird123@quikmail.com) 

To: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 


Date: January 11th, 2012 


Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology. 


‘Not precisely that fashion’ is an understatement. If any of it helped 
you grow as a person, it was in spite of the delivery (and the dose. 
The difference between poison and medicine, as they say.) 


Took me a moment to figure out what ‘either sense’ meant. | wish | 
had a chance to pick your brain about that at some point, but | think 
I’ve burnt that bridge. 


The retirement was more of the title and not the individual if you 
catch my meaning. As for what I’m doing now, that’s a long story, 
and not one that’s particularly ‘public’ shall we say? I’m keeping out 
of trouble, so you don’t have to worry about that. 


Don’t get your hopes up about me changing. | gave you a real high- 
horse lecture, but | seem to have a lot lower standards for my own 
behavior than you do for yours. That’s sort of what | meant when | 
said | wasn’t the sort of person you thought of me as. You probably 
saw me presenting myself as that person, and while | can do that... | 
did do that with you... | don’t think I’m that good at heart. And | don't 
know if | want to change, to be honest. 


-L 


From: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 

To: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 

Date: January 11th, 2012 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology. 
I’m sorry to hear that. 


While it may be ‘wild’, it’s also just as not-public as your current 
activities. I’m glad you're staying out of trouble and won't ask for 


more details. 
Do you know if Taylor got my email? 


-K 


From: Lisa W (littlebird123@dquikmail.com) 

To: Kasey Hudson (khudson93@lycos.com) 

Date: January 14th, 2012 

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: | owe you an apology. 
It arrived in her inbox. She wasn’t ready to read it. 


-L 


Lisa and | would be... maybe not ‘friends’, but we were friendly 
enough to stay in contact. We exchanged Christmas gifts, somehow 
settling on a theme without ever speaking of it. They were almost all 
related to our adventures in some way, either obviously (like 
Protectorate-licensed merchandise of the Brockton Bay Wards, or 
the unbelievably tasteless Leviathan’s-Death-Scene snowglobe she 
found god-knows where) or obliquely (as in 2015, when she and | 
independently decided to send each other a box of ‘100 Grand’ and 
‘Payday’ candy bars, respectively). 


She surprised me with the complete 8-season box set of my show 
for Christmas in 2018, so | guess she figured me out eventually. | 
stuck it under my bed-where | didn’t have to acknowledge its 
existence-and replied with a copy of Worm next Christmas, along 
with a nicely framed piece of out-of-universe Tattletale fan art. Alas, 
I'd opted into a war | could not win; she gag-gifted me a fucking 
Cassandra Rolins body pillow the next year, claiming victory in our 


brief tit-for-tat passive-aggressive gift-giving showdown. There was 
simply no way | could one-up that even if I’d be around next year. 


It was actually pretty funny once the horror wore off, and the pillow 
was soft and comfortable... after I'd swapped the pillowcase to a 
nice, blank one. I’m not that egotistical. 


| emailed Taylor again in March, and again in July. She didn't reply. 
But I’m getting ahead of myself, because all that came later. 
---X==X==X--- 


With introductions out of the way, it was time to get to work. My first 
job had nothing to do with the Wards, though: it was a solid month of 
media appearances as | gave canned interview after canned 
interview. The questions were all pre-screened and the answers 
crafted by the PRT’s best and brightest writers, so it was more 
‘acting’ than ‘interviewing’. The first time was amusing. By the third, it 
was a Slog. | did fourteen. 


On the upside, | successfully pestered the PRT into letting me do an 
exclusive unscripted interview after I’d done my ‘tour of duty’, so | got 
to throw an old friend a bone: Chloe Meadows, the field reporter 
who'd been bold enough to approach me back at the fundraiser and 
who had no doubt had a huge impact in making the villain Flux as 
palatable as she was to the general public. 


That one interview had more or less made her career; in less than 
six months, she’d gone from just another dime-a-dozen perky female 
reporter to a mainstream pundit with her own hour-long show on 
MSNBC. She was absolutely over the moon to get a chance to really 
interview ‘Dreadnought’ and was more nervous when she welcomed 
me backstage before the show than she’d been back when I’d been 
a villain. Well, more visibly nervous; the moment the cameras went 
on, she was a consummate professional. 


After more than a dozen bland, prepackaged question-and-answer 
sessions, having an honest-to-god interview where | could speak my 
mind was a blast... and doubtlessly created a pile of work for the 
Public Relations department. 


Meanwhile, Armsmaster had created a pile of work for me. I’d 
warned him that Amy had concerns about Glory Girl’s aura, under 
the logic that as long as she was attached to the Wards, anything 
she did was our problem. He’d reached out to Amy to get the full 
details of Victoria’s function as a walking dopamine dispenser, 
created a tinkertech device to monitor his own brain chemistry during 
exposure to verify her findings, and then-in his characteristic 
bullheaded thoughtlessness-gone directly to Glory Girl with his 
evidence. 


Victoria had reacted to that bombshell... well, more or less the same 
way /’d reacted to Taylor and Lisa’s What the fuck, Kasey? 
speeches, actually, so | came back after a relaxing few hours of 
shooting the breeze on live TV to find that she’d been locked in her 
room for most of the day. 


Behind the curtain leading out of the Wards’ common room was a 
simple hallway that branched twice before reaching its end. 
Armsmaster had been kind enough to tell me which room Glory Girl 
was in, so | Squared my shoulders and knocked. 


“Glory Girl?” 

There was no response. | knocked again. 
“Victoria?” 

Silence. 


“Victoria! If you don’t answer me, I’m going to let myself in out of 
concern for your safety.” 


Either she was calling my bluff, or | had reason to be concerned for 
her safety. The spare key turned easily in the lock, and | swung the 
door open. 


The first thing | looked for was Victoria herself; she was face down 
on the sky-blue bedspread in a pair of cream pajamas, an off-white 
pillow gripped tight and held around her head to silence the world 
around her. Awake and willfully ignoring me, then. | hadn’t expected 
her to do something stupid, but I’d known it was a possibility, and | 
was happy to see that wasn’t the case. 


| ignored the rest of the room except to shift some dirty clothes off 
the chair and pull the seat over to the resident cumulus cloud. “Hey,” 
| said. “Victoria. Will you talk to me?” 


The pillow shifted slightly to better block out my words. 


“Normally, | wouldn't barge in here like this and subject you to 
myself,” | continued, “but your file says you missed your last six 
therapy appointments. Which is all of them.” There was no penalty 
for missing the supposedly ‘mandatory’ appointments, so it was no 
wonder the Wards rarely bothered. I’d already given Director 
Engsten an earful about that over the phone. “So, since you won’t 
talk to the people you’re supposed to be talking to, you get me. 
Sorry.” 


“No you're not,” Victoria mumbled. 


“Maybe | am, maybe I’m not. It would probably be easier to tell 
without the pillow in the way.” 


“Go away.” 


| sighed. “Okay. | can do that. Will you promise to see Doctor Polt 
tomorrow?” 


“Why do you care?” she whined. 


“Well, aside from the fact that | don’t enjoy people suffering-” 
“Even me?” 
“What?” | blinked. “What do you mean, ‘even you’?” 


Victoria pulled the pillow off her head and glared at me with 
bloodshot eyes. “Isn’t this what you wanted?” she asked. “Well, tada, 
Flux, you win. I’m done. You finally got me off the street.” 


“That’s not-Victoria, | don’t want you ‘off the street’, | want you to 
stop and think before you throw your weight around near squishies!” 


“Squishies?” she repeated, exasperation pushing some of the 
whining out of her voice. 


“Uh, you know, non-brutes.” 


“Whatever.” The pillow went back on. “Just get your gloating over 
with and leave me alone.” 


“I’m not here to gloat, Victoria!” 
“Of course you are. We're nemeses, you should be over the moon.” 


| raised an eyebrow-not that she was looking at me-and leaned back 
in the chair. “That’s news to me.” 


The pillow came off again-this time straight at my head. “Like hell it 
is!” she yelled. “You’ve had it out for me since before we met!” 


“How does that-” 

“You broke my wrist!” She waved her hand at my face. “You expect 
me to believe you found a way around my invincibility seconds after 
meeting me? How much research did it take to figure that out?” 


Luckily, I’d thought of an excuse for that way back before the 
Fundraiser. “My power gives me a lot of information about what I’m 


touching,” | said. “You have a tangible forcefield around you, and 
most forcefields break when you hit them hard enough...” 


“So you decided to hit me as hard as possible and see what 
happened?” 


“Wouldn't you have tried the same in my place?” 


Victoria conceded the point by flopping back down on the bed with a 
groan, then realized that she’d discarded her pillow and sat up again. 
“You really don’t care about me at all, do you?” 


“| care-” 


“Yes, yes, whatever. | mean you didn’t care. You weren't my 
nemesis. You probably weren’t even thinking about me at all.” 


| raised an eyebrow. “Should | have been?” 


“If we were nemeses, yes! Absolutely! You should be totally focused 
on your nemesis!” Her anger sputtered out as quickly as it had flared 
up. “Course, | would have just lost even harder if you were actually 
trying,” she said morosely. 


| was still distracted by the first bit. “I think a lot of our interactions 
suddenly make a lot more sense now.” 


“Very funny.” 
“No, | mean it. You were always so...” 


“Bitchy?” she finished for me. “I thought it was mutual. You know, 
that you were going out of your way to fuck with me the way | wanted 
to do to you. After the bank fight, | would have been out searching 
for you every day if | hadn’t had to wait for the media to get tired of 
the whole ‘Glory Girl is secretly evil’ story!” Her face fell, and back 
down on the bedsheets she went. “Turns out the stories were right 


anyway.” 


“You're not evil.” 


“Mmph.” She’d buried her face in the bedding hard enough to muffle 
herself. 


“Victoria... do you want to be evil?” 
“Nnanm.” 
“Then you don’t have to be.” 


She must have eased up on the pressure a bit, because when she 
murmured, “I hurt my family,” it was intelligible. 


“You didn’t want to,” | said. 
“And that makes it okay?” 


“No,” | said. “It doesn’t make the action ‘okay’, but it means that it’s 
not a reflection of what you want. It doesn’t have to be who you are. 
There’s a difference between being ‘evil’ and just ‘at fault’.” 


“Who am |, then?” Her voice was a whisper. 


“| don’t know you well enough to say. | haven't really gotten to see 
much of you other than the business end of your fists.” 


“Then how do you know I’m not evil?” 
“Because an evil person wouldn't care.” 
She didn’t have a response to that. 


It was only then, as we sat in silence, that it struck me just how 
similar her situation was to mine. The way we’d gotten to this point- 
where she was now, and where I’d been back in November-was 
completely different, but the experience of our guilt and shame was 
almost the same. 


| might not be as good at offering advice and comfort as Art, but | 
sure as hell was a lot better than Lisa. 


“One of the questions | had to answer for my interview tour was ‘Why 
switch teams?’ | began. “The PR people wrote me a nice, neat little 
answer about how all the work | did after Leviathan convinced me 
that giving was more rewarding than taking. I’m sure it focus tested 
brilliantly. It better have, since | had to repeat it more than a dozen 
times. 


“It was complete bunk. The truth is, | swapped because | found 
myself in more or less the same position you're in now. | mean, | 
knew I'd hurt people and done bad things, but it wasn't...” | took a 
moment to search for the right word. “It wasn’t real to me. | knew I'd 
done it, but | didn’t fee! it, if that makes sense. 


“| probably would have continued on my merry way as a villain if 
someone hadn't stopped and rubbed my nose in my shit. But they 
did. It turned out that the worst thing I’d ever done, | did to someone | 
called a friend, so | got a nice, long lecture on every single way I'd 
failed, morally and a friend, and it broke me.” 


| paused. What | was going to say next might not be what she 
needed to hear. It might well be something she shouldn’t hear, in her 
current state of mind. | wasn’t a therapist. 


| went with my gut and said it anyway. “For a moment, | actually 
considered just... flinging myself upwards and not coming down.” 


Victoria went very still at that admission, then rolled over reluctantly 
to face me. 


“| didn’t,” | said unnecessarily. 
“Why?” she asked. “I mean, what stopped you?” 


“A lot of things. Some of the reasons were better than others, but the 
most important was that someone came to talk to me, just like I’m 


talking to you now. They told me what I’m telling you: the thing that 
makes a person evil is not caring about the harm they do. Good 
people can do evil things, and evil people can do good things... but 
most people aren't ‘good’ or ‘evil’. We’re all bumbling about 
somewhere in the middle, trying to figure things out as best we can.” 


“Were you really worried about me? | figured the ‘concern for your 
safety’ bit was just an excuse to barge in here.” 


| smiled. “It was. You don’t quit easily.” 


“Hm.” The bed creaked as Victoria floated off it-still in a sitting 
position-and retrieved her pillow from where it had bounced off my 
face. “Are you calling me ‘persistent’ or ‘stubborn’?” 


“Two sides of the same coin, Vicky.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “Vicky is what my friends call me.” 
“As you wish, Victoria.” 


“Hmph.” She hadn't returned to the bed, and was now reclining in 
mid air, hugging the pillow to her chest. “Why tell me this?” 


“Because | want you to believe me when | say | understand what 
you're feeling right now. A few months ago, | was in exactly the same 
place. So | want to give you the advice a friend of mine gave me 
when | asked ‘Am | evil?’ 


“He told me that if | regretted what I’d done, then | wasn’t evil. He 
told me that if | wanted to be good, then all | had to do was go out 
into the world and do good, any way | could. And he told me that | 
had to accept what I’d done, because if | focused too much on trying 
to make up for things in the past-for things | couldn’t change, and 
maybe won't ever make up for-I’d be setting myself up for failure. 


“l’m probably making a complete hash of this. I’m not the greatest 
orator when I’m not grandstanding, am |?” | asked with a nervous 


laugh. 


“Not really, no,” Victoria agreed. “It just makes me wonder if you’re 
doing this for the right reasons. Do you want to be good, or do you 
want to feel good about yourself?” 


“Both,” | said. “I’d be lying if | said | didn’t like being thanked, but it’s 
not the point.” 


“Then what is ‘the point’?” 


“It’s... living up to my own standards. I’m not doing this because | 
want other people to see me as a good person. I’m doing it because 
| want me to see me as a good person. | want to be a good person, 
the sort of person | would look up to... the sort of person | wanted to 
be before | got powers.” | narrowed my eyes. “Why are we talking 
about me, here?” 


“Because | want to know who I'm taking advice from,” Victoria said 
primly. “You’re an ex-villain. I'd hate to go down the wrong path 
because | listened to the wrong person.” 


“| know that feeling. That’s how | ended up where | did.” 


“| bet a lot of villains would say the same,” she allowed. “Some of 
them might even be telling the truth.” 


“You're still snippy.” 


“What can | say, Dreadnought? You caught me at a bad time.” 
Victoria dropped the pillow onto the bed, then dropped herself right 
on top of it. “What am | going to do, though?” she asked the ceiling. 
“How am | going to go out and be a hero when | can’t stop dosing 
everyone around me?” 


“You learn to stop,” | said. “Armsmaster has a detector now, right? 
You can train with that. You already have some control over it, so it’s 


just a matter of improving until it doesn’t activate unless you mean 
it.” 


“What if | can’t?” 


“You can.” From what little l’ve heard about the sequel. “And if not... 
you hide away somewhere miles from anyone else and live a 
depressing, lonely existence as hermit, shitposting on PHO as your 
primary form of human contact.” 


“Fucking fantastic,” she grumbled. 


“Sounds to me like an excellent motivation to improve, don’t you 
think?” | asked with exaggeratedly forced cheer. 


Victoria raised her head just enough to glare at me. “You are sucha 
bitch.” 


“Sorry,” | said. “I was trying to lighten the mood, but | face-planted.” 
“No shit.” 
“I'll get out of your hair, then... /f you promise to attend the next-” 


“Yes, yes, | get it. Whee, therapy.” Her head flopped back onto the 
bed. “Get out of my room.” 


| did, only to pause at the door. “I expect to see you in the cafeteria 
at lunch, as well,” | said. 


“Fine!” she groaned. “I’ll shower and eat and all that crap. Now stop 
trying to be my mom and go.” 


Victoria did in fact eat lunch that day, and saw the on-call therapist 
later that week. She wasn’t the type of person to stay down for long, 
and had made remarkable progress by the time her ‘sentence’ with 
the Wards ended that August. In only a few years, she was every bit 


the hero she should have been all along, so much so that she 
deservedly inherited the name Paragon when the current Paragon 
retired. ‘Glory Girl’ was a bit too childish for a 20-something, and she 
lived up to the new title. 


After the initial drama, the most ‘interesting’ (read: awkward) story 
from my first year mentoring the Wards happened a few days after 
Lily’s graduation, when she propositioned me for a date. While it was 
tempting, | was very wary of forming close bonds with people | had 
more than the barest impression of from the novel, and romance was 
right out. | told her the simple truth that | wasn’t looking for a 
relationship, and her response was a self-effacing shrug and the 
phrase, ‘Worth a shot.’ 


| was practically married to my job anyway. All the work | did with the 
Wards was in addition to my duties as a full member of the 
Protectorate: Patrols, Public Outreach, Practice, and Paperwork 
were the Four P’s of Protectorate-ing, and what little time was left in 
the day | spent maintaining Armsmaster’s gear. | quickly began to 
suspect another reason Armsmaster dragged me into the fold was 
because | could use my knock-off-power-copy ability to maintain his 
equipment for him after a quick high-five. The alternative was being 
delegated paperwork, though, and working so closely with the Boss 
did wonders for my career, so | did it with a smile on my face. 


That said, | quickly learned not to suggest improvements, no matter 
how well-reasoned they might be. 


The other noteworthy event that year had nothing to do with my job 
or anything on Bet at all, except maybe for the profound sense of 
irony the universe seemed to have. 
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| ducked out of the Fourth of July celebrations later that year by 
silencing my phone and disappearing into the Warehouse. Having 
such a star-spangled costume apparently made me a hot item on 
Independence Day, but I’d already put in more than eighteen hours 


of public appearances across the continental US. If Armsmaster 
complained, I’d tell him | was sleeping in case a real crisis came up. 


Max wasn’t here-he was more busy now that Cauldron was gone, 
rather than less, since his hands weren't tied-so I’d spent a few 
minutes shooting the breeze with James and Mordin before grabbing 
a soda and retiring to a perch on the rim of the town’s central 
fountain, where Jenn found me a few minutes later. 


“Sup, Cass?” she asked as she hopped up besides me. 
“Not much,” | said. “What about you?” 
“Il, uh, wanted to ask you something.” 


| raised an eyebrow. “A question or a favor? Because | definitely owe 
you a favor.” 


“It’s sort of a favor, | guess,” she said. “I... uh... | thought that since 
you and Homura are family this jump, maybe we could do something 
like that?” 


“You want to be sisters, too?” That wasn’t asking much; it probably 
wasn’t even worth the unspecified favor I’d promised her for her 
potion brewing services. “I’d be happy to.” 


“Nah, that’s boring!” Jenn lifted her head to look me in the eye, 
smiling widely. “Il want you to be my mom!” 


| choked on nothing for a moment; when | recovered, she was still 
waiting intently, smile fading. “Was that a joke?” | asked, staring at 
her. 


“Uh... no?” she said. The silence stretched for a few incredibly 
awkward moments, during which Jenn became increasingly 
uncomfortable. “W... why?” she asked. 


For fuck’s sake, Cass, you made her cry, you absolute SHITHEEL! 


“| mean, it’s nothing against you!” | said quickly. “I just... I’m not... 
you’re more than twice my age!” 


“SO?” 


“So... fuck... I’m sorry, Jenn, | didn’t mean it like that. | am not 
mature enough to have a kid. Especially a kid twice my age. | just... | 
can’t. | wouldn’t know the first thing about how to... you know, that.” 


“Oh.” Jenn turned away, obviously disappointed, but at least she 
wasn’t crying. | think. “I, uh, wasn’t joking.” 


“| know. I’m sorry. | shouldn’t have reacted like that.” 
She shook her head. “No, /’m sorry. | shouldn’t have asked.” 
“It’s fine-” 


“No, Cass, it was my bad,” she insisted. “I wasn’t talking to you like 
you, | was talking to you like the character you might have been. And 
that’s not right.” She wiped her eyes, with one hand. “I’m sorry. | 
was... | found the show on the TV shortly after Max picked us up, 
way before | officially joined, and... well, | never knew my parents, 
and | knew | wanted some-Max is more like an uncle, really-and 
somehow, | decided... | guess | shouldn’t say ‘you’. For some 
reason, | decided Doctor Rolins was the person | associated with 
‘mom’. And now that you’re here, | got carried away.” She rubbed her 
hands together nervously. “Il know you said you’re not mature 
enough, but... you think... someday?” 


“Maybe,” | said, still trying to process that confession. 


“Maybe,” she repeated sadly, then got up and walked away a little 
too quickly to be casual. 


Fuck. 


| buried my face in my hands for a moment, then grabbed my empty 
soda bottle and threw it at the sky as hard as | could. Seeing it 


shatter against the ceiling fifty feet overhead didn’t make me feel any 
better. 


The lack of Endbringers had more or less the effect Eidolon 
predicted: governments all over the world began to lose their 
tolerance for villainy over time. It took a few years, because no one 
was really sure the Endbringers were gone, but by 2016 the writing 
was on the wall. The smart villains went straight. The idiots and 
monsters went down. It was a violent time, but the peace afterwards 
was worth it... or so people said, whenever someone was tactless 
enough to broach the topic. | don’t like talking about it, and I’m hardly 
the only one. 


| made the Number Two position for my contribution to that 
clusterfuck, so I’d definitely done something right, but | would have 
stayed a glorified babysitter forever if it would have avoided that 
mess. 


Max and Scion, alas, had been busy at the time stopping a half- 
dozen adjacent Earths from shoving reality-destroying weapons 
through the pinhole portals that someone had made between them. 
It was at that point that Max had finally had enough. He told Scion to 
grab every member of Cauldron still at large and lock them in a room 
so he could give them a two-hour PowerPoint presentation on Why 
They Needed To Stop. 


It worked. 


With the Hero/Villain ‘system’ effectively dismantled, my duties as 
Dreadnought largely transitioned from fighting to disaster relief. Even 
that mostly stopped once Dragon ’s final few limiters came off; Erin’s 
death had slowed the process down immensely, but she’d prioritized 
getting rid of Dragon’s mandated defense of those limiters, so it was 
only a matter of time. My last year was spent more as a celebrity 
than an actual hero, promoting good causes and telling kids not to 
try drugs. That isn’t to say it was relaxing-! was still on call at all 


hours for emergencies, had the public eye on me at all times, and 
the media appearances and public outreach alone made me far too 
busy to have even the barest semblance of a non-cape life-but at 
least it wasn’t violent. 


The maintenance work continued unabated, of course, but | would 
have complained if that had stopped. Dragon and Armsmaster made 
the best toys. 


| served as a mentor to the Wards, a public figure telling kids not to 
use drugs, a celebrity who gave interviews, and-to my shock-ended 
up the second in command of the entire Protectorate by the time | 
was 24. Heroing became my life to the point that ‘Kasey Hudson’ 
was just someone ‘Dreadnought’ became when she needed 
groceries... which was almost never because the PHQ cafeteria was 
open 24/7. 


All that, and at the end of the Jump, | still had the uncomfortable 
feeling that | hadn’t found whatever it was that would let me be at 
peace with myself and my actions. 


Redemption can’t be given, only earned. I'd tried to show Sophia and 
Emma a ‘path’ to redemption, and batted .500-better than I'd 
expected, but worse than I'd hoped. 


Then I'd tried to find my own path and learned that mazes were a lot 
easier when you were on the outside looking in. 


As for the rest of the world, Max had been working diplomatic magic 
whenever he was in Bet-which wasn’t that often, the multiverse 
being what it was. Still, China was slowly shifting towards 
democracy, and Africa had settled down into an almost stable status 
quo. Nations were working together, sometimes happily, sometimes 
grudgingly, but the world wasn’t on the brink of war. It was probably 
nicer than mine had been, by now, although with Scion behind him 
Max could afford to be a little more of a bludgeon when he needed 
to, and | suspect he was feeling much less ‘uncanny valley’ here 
than he had back in whatever-l-was-going-to-call-my-original-Earth 


with regards to heavy-handed intervention. After all, this world 
looked a bit different. 


That was a deliberate understatement. 
=+=XS=X==X--- 


| finished out the decade on the roof of the Palanquin, having slipped 
back into Brockton under the shadow of night, finally cashing in the 
party I’d earned nearly ten years ago. Everyone here was mask-less; 
we were among friends. | probably should have informed the local 
Protectorate leader | was coming, but Weaver and | hadn’t spoken 
since that day, and | had too many regrets to try now. 


It was a quiet affair, just myself, Faultline’s team, and three guests. 
Mercenary work had dried up in the new, law-and-order climate, so 
she was now more ‘celebrity nightclub owner’ than cape. The crew 
hadn't gotten-or to my knowledge, sought-the sort of pardon the 
long-defunct Bayside Group had gotten; rather, the PRT simply had 
no reason to start a fight with a group who weren’t causing trouble. 
‘Leave well enough alone’ had become policy in all but name after 
the mess in ’16-'17. 


Thanks to Scion, Nick and Greg were now a pair of perfectly normal- 
looking men... who could still spit hallucinogens or unleash a tide of 
goo if they felt the need. Like most of the case 53’s Scion had 
‘cured’, their ‘monster’ form was now a changer ability that unlocked 
the rest of their toolkit. In fact, Scion had hit the entire team when 
he’d stopped by to fix the two 53’s, so Circus’ legs had been healed 
as well. 


Shamrock had joined during their trip to Las Vegas, and quickly 
fallen for Greg. Labyrinth was doing better, as well, although that 
was as much mundane therapy as it was shard tampering correction. 
She was still a little spacey, but it was more ‘Luna Lovegood’ than 
‘River Tam’, SO... progress? 


Circus-| never did get their civilian name-had in fact joined the team 
for a year or two, but retired a couple years ago and moved across 
the country to somewhere no one had heard of them. A lot of 
parahumans were beginning to do the same. The world looked a lot 
different without shards deliberately leading their hosts into trouble. 


Spitfire-another Emily in a city that felt full of them, at times-was also 
absent. She’d died back in ’17, during the tail-end of what were now 
known as the ‘Troubles’, because that term apparently hadn’t been 
taken yet in this timeline. I'd been too busy with the same to attend 
her funeral. 


Piggot-the third Brockton Emily-had died last year, due simply to 
failing health. She’d refused parahuman treatment until the end, and 
I'd been in no position to try to push through her stubbornness. | 
wished someone else had. 


I'd found time to attend that funeral, despite the fact that she’d made 
her dislike for me clear whenever we'd had to mingle. Emily Piggot 
was a hard woman, and | respected her despite her flaws. 


“So you haven't said it,” Melanie said, snapping me out of my 
brooding, “but | get the feeling this is goodbye.” 


“Yeah. It is.” 


Of all the local friends I’d made over the years, Mel, Colin, and Katie- 
Faultline, Armsmaster, and Shimmerblade-remained my closest, at 
least partially because | had little-to-no ‘extra knowledge’ on them to 
complicate things. ‘My’ Emily was the third guest, of course, though 
she spoke so rarely it was easy to forget. 


I’d invited Dinah, but she was spending her last day on Bet with her 
family. There would be plenty more retirement parties in her future 
anyway. Lisa had simply claimed she was ‘busy’, and the last invitee 
had responded exactly as I’d expected: not at all. 


“This isn’t just retirement, then,” Colin said. He scratched at his 
goatee with one hand, which drew my attention to the flecks of gray 
that had begun to color it. “I had a feeling there was something more 
to it.” 


“| Suppose you could say this is my stop.” | leaned back on the 
folding picnic chair I'd claimed, looking out at the Rig, surrounded by 
a soap-bubble force-field that reflected the fireworks going off over 
the Bay. | can’t believe they bothered putting that thing back. “I’m 
going to miss you guys.” 


“You really have to leave, then?” Katie asked. She was drinking, like 
most of the people here, which weirded me out a little. Time was like 
that. She was twenty-five now, but | remembered her as a kid, and 
that was who | thought of her as. 


“Yeah,” | said. “All good things must end.” For flexible values of 
‘good’. 


“And it’s a complete coincidence that GUARD are disbanding at the 
same time,” Nick added. He didn’t look too different from when we’d 
first met, age and not-being-orange aside. Scion’s treatment had 
removed the scarring and restored his eye. 


“Not even slightly.” 


“Should’ve known you were undercover,” Mel said. “The way you 
acted, all ‘leave no man behind’-hero all the way.” 


| shook my head. “I wish that were true. | was a little shit back then.” 


Colin snorted. “I know I’m not going to get an answer, but | have to 
ask: what did GUARD gain from you robbing a bank?” 


“Nothing.” | took a long drink from my soda-| was still a teetotaler, 
sue me. “That was a mistake, in more ways than one.” 


“So you had a wild and crazy youth for about eight months,” Collin 
drawled. 


“Here, here,” Nick yelled, waving his drink around. 


| laughed and sipped my drink, looking for new conversation topic. 
“SO, Katie, how did things go with Peter?” 


“Bad,” she grumbled. “I really thought he’d be the understanding 
sort, too, but it was just too much for him.” 


“Oh?” Nick asked, incurable gossip that he was. 


Katie rolled her eyes. “I’d been seeing this guy for a while, and it 
looked like things might get serious. | keep a spare costume at home 
for emergencies, so | either had to hide it perfectly, never let him in 
my house, or reveal my identity.” 


“And you chose option three?” Mel asked. 


“Yeah. He didn’t take it well.” Katie slammed the rest of her drink 
back in one gulp. “They never do.” 


“That’s why you date inside the cape circuit,” Alice said, leaning over 
to kiss Greg. ‘Shamrock’ and ‘Gregor’ had gotten married years ago; 
I'd been invited to their wedding, but | hadn’t been able to get away 
from work to attend. It had been shortly before the start of the 
Troubles, while we were still hoping for the best and preparing for the 
worst, and | hadn’t Known either of them well enough to justify the 
kind of authority abuse it would have taken to clear my schedule. 


“Why the hell would | do that?” Katie asked. “Capes are crazy.” We 
laughed while Mel stood up and poured her another drink. 


“So, Kasey. Where are you going next?” Greg asked. He was still a 
large guy, but normal biology had allowed him to shed most of the 
excess weight. Not ‘attractive’ as | judged things, but certainly not 
‘hideous’. 


“| don’t know.” | closed my eyes. Where was | going next? 
Stay, Go Home, Continue. 


No matter how much | valued the friends | had here, | wasn’t going to 
stay. It was too close to home, too... uncanny. I’d never get used to 
the fact that no matter how much or how little day to day life 
resembled my world, my parents and friends weren’t here. 


Go Home... 
I'd been tempted to skip straight to that step, years ago. 
The problem with power fantasies is that they come with power. 


It was past midnight; the Drawbacks had worn off. (We had eight 
hours after the bell rang to wrap up.) | could remember what 
Drawbacks I'd taken and why. How many of my bad decisions came 
back to misjudging how badly they’d affect me? It didn’t really matter; 
either I’d made the bad decisions on my own, or I’d made bad 
decisions because | was being influenced by previous bad decisions. 


| didn’t really accomplish anything. Max took care of the setting in 
one triumphant stroke. Meanwhile, I'd let people suffer-made people 
suffer-for nothing more than my own amusement. What was | 
supposed to do if | couldn’t live with that? What did it say about me if 
| could? 


| could take my powers and go home. Hell, maybe it would be better 
if | didn’t take my powers. 


| could go home. I'd be anonymous, part of the crowd. Nota 
celebrity. Not a leader. Not someone with responsibilities. 


But giving up responsibilities meant giving up the ability to carry out 
those responsibilities. To help. 


I'd done better. I’d set out to do good not because | had something to 
prove, or to balance the scales, but because | valued being good for 


its own sake. I’d ended up in a position of some acclaim-not entirely 
on my own merits, perhaps-and I’d done well enough that people 
had stopped casting aspersions on exactly how I'd arrived there... 
eventually. 


But even that had been a mistake, in a way; | wouldn’t have 
accepted the position if | hadn’t fucked up badly enough that | 
needed to relocate before Skitter stopped playing softball and 
decided | deserved a good swarming. 


“Kasey?” 


“Sorry, what?” | opened my eyes to see Katie looked at me with 
concern. “I was just... regretting.” 


“We could tell,” Mel said. “You looked like you were having a 
nightmare.” 


“Relax!” Nick drawled. “This is supposed to be your night! Well, and 
the whole New Year thing-Hey!” Katie had thrown a balled-up napkin 
at his head. 


“If you are truly leaving, it would be sad to end dwelling on your 
regrets,” Greg added. “You have done a lot of good here. Surely nine 
years of good deeds makes up for a few months of mischief?” 


“It’s the city,” | said. “Being back here... it brings back bad 
memories.” Memories | remembered like yesterday, thanks to them 
not fading with time. 

“That's why the normal people are drinking!” Nick said. 

Maybe that’s what I need. To go back to being normal. 

The question wasn’t whether | was ‘worthy’ of power, or if | 


‘deserved’ what I’d gotten. The real question was simply: ‘Did | want 
to continue?’ 


That was the crux of it. Not whether | could handle the responsibility, 
but whether | wanted it. Was | really up for another decade of this? 
Was this the right sort of life for me? 


On the surface, the ’chain was every bit the wish fulfillment scenario 
I’d imagined. But actually jumping into worlds like this-with real 
stakes, where | could do (and had done) real harm-was something 
else. Something | should have seen coming. 


| didn’t want to go home... but that didn’t mean it was the wrong 
choice. 


“You don’t need to worry about me,” | said. “I'll be fine. Just poking 
old wounds, is all.” 


The party continued. 
a5eXS=KS=XK ees 
Turns out | had a fourth guest after all. 


“Well, well, well!” Weaver said as she dropped onto the roof around 
two hours later. “If it isn’t our esteemed leader!” She pulled off her 
mask, then shrugged out of a flight pack of some sort, two pairs of 
nearly-parallel blades sticking out of the back like dragonfly wings. 


“Wea-ahem. Taylor!” Colin called. “Nice wings! Kid Win make those 
for you?” 


Taylor put on an exaggerated scowl. “Come on, Colin, he only 
changed his name eight years ago!” 


“| blame the alcohol!” 
“He’s still sober,” Nick stage-whispered. 


“Fine, fine. Sorry.” Colin stood up to clasp Taylor’s arm. “Old habits, 
you know how it is. How is Kitbash, anyway?” 


“Still married,” Taylor said with a grin. “Poor bastard.” 


| couldn’t help but chuckle, even if it was a little mean. | hadn’t seen 
that pairing coming. 


| hadn’t seen a /ot of pairings coming, but nothing beat the pure 
strangeness of Brian having married Rachel. They had a kid on the 
way! 

I'd missed a lot in the last nine years. 


Mel grabbed a spare glass and poured her a drink. “What brings you 
out here, Madam Protectorate?” 


“Oh, you know,” Taylor said casually as she accepted the glass. 
“Heard from a fly on the wall that an old friend was back in town.” 


| tried to force a smile and failed. 
“Retiring already, Kasey?” she asked. 


“Yeah. | have... other places to be, | guess.” The roof below my feet 
was absolutely fascinating. “I’m surprised to see you here, to be 
honest. | figured | wasn’t going to hear from you at all.” 


“My fault,” Sophia said, sticking her head over the lip of the roof. 
“She was drinking alone again, | figured the least she could do was 
get some socializing in while she was at it.” She vaulted over the rim, 
then sat down on it. Mel poured her a drink as well. 


“Oh, lay off,” Taylor grumbled. “She’s just having a laugh at me.” 
“| heard you talking shit about my marriage!” Sophia shot back. 


“I invited her,” Taylor continued. “As for myself... | almost didn’t 
come, but Dinah called me up and warned me that if | didn’t catch 
you now, I’d never get another chance.” 


“And Sophia?” | asked. 


“| deserve to say goodbye, too!” 
“That,” Taylor agreed. 


“... aaand Chris got ‘inspired’ by the fireworks or something and 
locked himself in his lab,” Sophia added, “so I’m not going to see him 
until Valentine’s Day, assuming he remembers it at all.” 


“Heh. Fair enough. Well...” | sighed, then stood up. Taylor jerked her 
head towards the far corner of the roof, and we wandered off for a bit 
of privacy. 


We were facing away from the Bay, so the city below us was 
suburban and subdued, but it was still well lit and inviting. Taylor 
stopped at the edge of the roof and gazed off into the distance for a 
while-towards her old house, unless | missed my guess. Only she 
knew what she was thinking. 


The peace couldn't last. Taylor turned back towards me, arms folded 
across her chest. 


It was a pretty simple thing to say. It was the hardest thing in the 
world to say. 


“I’m sorry.” | swallowed. “I’m sorry, Taylor. | made a lot of bad 
decisions as a kid, but the way | treated you... that was the worst.” 


“Yeah, it was.” 


For a moment, we stood there, looking at each other. Her face was 
impassive, while | was busy trying to find the right way to put my 
feelings into words. 


“I’m glad you came,” | said. “I’ve been needing to say that for a long 
time. I’m glad | got to say it to your face, even if ‘sorry’ isn’t enough.” 


Taylor regarded me for a moment more, then stepped forward until 
we were in arms’ reach of each other and extended her hand. “! 
forgive you.” 


“|...” The words didn’t come, but a goofy grin certainly did. | took her 
hand to shake, and was pulled into a quick hug, instead. “Thank 
you,” | whispered. 


“Yeah...” Taylor sighed as we stepped apart, looking anywhere but at 
me. “I should have said that years ago, but... | was nursing a 
grudge. There was always a reason not to. | kept expecting to run 
into you after | joined the Protectorate, and maybe | would have said 
it then, but we never ended up in the same place at the same time.” 


Because the schedules for all inter-department events cross my 
desk at some point and | figured you never wanted to see me again. 
“Ha ha. Funny how that works out, right?” 


“| guess,” she said. “When | heard you were leaving, | just thought... 
it would suck to leave things the way they were.” 


“Thanks.” That was nowhere near sufficient. “I mean it. This... this 
means a lot to me. | regret not getting involved immediately, | really 
do. | just never found the right way to say it, or the right time, or 
anything.” 


“| get that.” She turned to look back out at the shining city, and the 
cargo ships docked in the harbor awaiting loading tomorrow 
morning. “I did the same thing. It’s not like you’re the only one who 
can reach out, and | still had your old emails. All the bullshit in '17 
put things in perspective, but by that point it had been so long, and 
the longer you wait...” 


“... the harder it gets,” | finished. “I tried to reach out, after | 
moved...” 


“... but | was still angry. | wasn’t ready to talk. And by the time | 
was...” 


“... ’d given up, and never worked up the nerve to try again 
because... to be honest, | wasn’t sure | deserve forgiveness. I’m still 
not sure | do.” 


“She forgave me,” Sophia said from behind me. | hadn’t noticed her 
following us. “Be kinda bullshit if she didn’t do the same to you.” 


“That's different, though!” 
“Yeah, I’m gonna have to go with Kasey here,” Taylor said witha 
nod. “You were awful, but there was no trust to break. You didn’t 
pretend to be my friend.” 


Sophia shrugged. “I guess not.” 


| cleared my throat. “For what it’s worth... | didn’t set out to pretend. | 
thought | was your friend. | hadn’t realized how bad a friend | was.” 


Taylor hummed. “Well, if Sophia taught me anything, it’s that anyone 
can deserve forgiveness.” 


Anyone can, but not everyone does. 


That thought brought someone specific to mind. “So this is a terrible 
segue, but speaking of betrayal, whatever happened to Emma?” 


That got her to laugh. “Fuck if | know. | think her family moved after 
Leviathan attacked. Sophia?” 


“They moved to Philly,” Sophia confirmed. “She’s a middling actress 
on daytime TV now, if you can believe that.” 


“Emma?” | asked incredulously. “Acting? Nooooooo.” 


My sarcasm earned me quite the stink-eye. “You girls know she 
dropped me just as fast as anyone else, right?” Sophia griped. 


“Yeah. Maybe | could have done more to reach out to her...” 
“You're not Jesus, Kasey.” 


“| know, | Know, she’s not my responsibility. Neither were you.” 


“Hmph.” 


| looked back at Taylor. “Uh, anyway... I’m really glad you came. Like 
| said, | needed to apologize for a long time, and inviting you was 
sort of my ‘Hail Mary’ attempt at making things... well, at making it 
clear that | know what | did was wrong. Sorry isn’t enough, but | don’t 
know what else | can offer.” 


“Then maybe you can explain it,” she said. “What were you 
thinking?” The question was spoken gently and earnestly. 


What had | been thinking? “I was thinking... | found myself in a 
situation where my previous ethical framework simply didn’t apply, so 
| had to build a new one, and | asked the wrong people for 
guidance.” 


“How did it not apply?” Taylor asked. 


“| suddenly had power and access to foreknowledge. A /ot of 
foreknowledge, years worth in varying levels of detail, and | wasn’t 
sure...” | paused. “Il wasn’t sure what ‘helping’ meant. It didn’t seem 
right to try to shelter people from everything bad that could happen 
to them, but it’s clearly not right to just stand by and let horrible 
things happen on the off chance that it works out better in the end... 


“| suppose in a way, | played God by trying not to play God. | forgot 
that inaction is itself an action. | was scared of the responsibility \’d 
be taking on by changing things, so | held back, deliberately stuck to 
the script I'd seen, even when it let people get hurt.” 


“So-” Taylor began. 


| held up a hand to interrupt her. “That’s what | was thinking, but that 
was all just rationalization.” | looked Taylor in the eyes, giving her my 
full attention. “I was selfish and not thinking about the consequences, 
or pretending like they weren't as bad as they were. | used the big 
questions to justify doing what | wanted without having to think about 
the effect it would have on the people | claimed to care about.” 


“Claimed?” she asked. 

“Look at what | did and tell me how much | cared.” 

She considered that for a moment. “You wanted me to have powers.” 
“... yeah.” 

Taylor adopted an expression | hadn’t seen in a long, long time, her 
eyes boring into mine above her Frown of Deep Thought. “I think | 
understand,” she said at last. “I said you collected cape friends, 
but... that wasn’t it, was it? You wanted to meet the person | might 
become in the future you saw, rather than the person | was.” 


“I. yes.” 


“It’s weird to think about,” she continued. “I’m not sure who | would 
have been if you'd intervened, but | would be different. 
Unrecognizable, maybe.” 


“That doesn’t excuse-” 


“Of course it doesn't! | forgave you-! forgive you-but that was still a 
really shitty thing to do.” 


“It was. It absolutely was.” | sighed. “I like to think | got better, once 
Lisa made it clear how awful I'd been, but... I’m not sure | did.” 


Taylor shrugged. 


Speaking of Lisa, though... “Il don’t Suppose she’s going to drop in?” 
| asked. 


“No, sorry. | called her, but she and Amy are staying in tonight.” 
She and Amy, huh? “Are they a couple?” 


Taylor chuckled again. “Roommates. I’m pretty sure they’re not 
dating, but the way they argue makes me wonder sometimes.” 


“It wouldn't be the weirdest thing to happen,” | joked. 
“It would not.” 


We stood there for another awkward moment before Taylor headed 
back to the others, and | followed her example. My lawn chair was 
still waiting for me, and Taylor and Sophia took Greg and Alice’s- 
they’d turned in half an hour ago or so. 

“Welcome back,” Mel said. “Clear the air?” 

“Yeah,” Taylor said. “We did.” 


A comfortable silence settled over the roof for a while, the hum of the 
city interrupted only by the occasional amateur firework. 


“It looks a lot different, doesn’t it?” Colin asked. 

“Yeah,” | agreed. “But it still brings back the same memories.” 

“That it does. A toast.” He raised his glass. “To lost friends.” 

Mel passed me a drink in preparation for the libations. “To lost 
friends!” we yelled. Liquor splashed onto the hard weatherproofed 
roof. “Gone, but not forgotten,” Taylor added. 

“There but for the grace of god go we,” Mel said, refilling everyone’s 
drinks. | grabbed another soda, and we toasted again, drinking 
deeply. 

“You're really leaving,” Taylor said. 


“Yeah.” 


She toyed with her glass for a moment. “Don’t let it hold you back,” 
she said. 


“What?” 


“All this.” She waved an arm around. “Don’t let what you regret doing 
now stop you in the future. Wherever you go.” 


| shrugged. “I don’t think I'll be in any position to do anything like that 
again.” 


“Because you’re scared?” | looked up her, startled. “I don’t know 
where you're going, but unless you're planning to hide away and 
never do anything ever again, you'll always be in a position to do 
something. That’s how parahumans work.” She paused, then 
laughed quietly to herself. “Not that there are going to be many of 
those, in the future.” 


“| never understood that,” Colin said. “Why did killing Leviathan stop 
trigger events? Why did the other Endbringers disappear when he 
died?” 


“| don’t think we’ll ever get an explanation,” Katie said. “We only 
have Cauldron’s word on where powers come from in the first 
place... although now I’m having the morbid thought that I'll likely be 
one of the last parahumans alive, someday. Just because | triggered 
young, close to the end.” 


“Alexandria’s immortal,” | said. 


“Well, there goes the future, | guess.” She scowled. “I could probably 
kill her.” 


“There’s no such thing as a perfect defense,” Colin agreed. “The 
Endbringers proved that.” 


“She survived every one of them.” 


“No, | meant, if the Endbringers can be killed, then so can anything 
else. You basically sheared Leviathan, right?” 


There was a moment of silence as we took in the imagery, then we 
all burst into giggles. “Oh god,” she muttered, “I did, didn’t |?” 


“We don’t need to kill her,” | said. The remaining Cauldron members 
were currently living in exile on another near-modern earth, forced to 
face the fact that nothing they'd done or could still do would matter at 
all. 


It might even be the punishment they deserve. 


“She’s probably just waiting for all the other parahumans to die off,” 
Katie grumbled. 


“| feel like we should be discouraging this,” | told Colin. 


“It’s all hypothetical,” he said. “We’re not considering an extra-judicial 
killing, we’re considering the question of whether Katie’s power 
would overcome Alexandria’s invulnerability in the hypothetical 
scenario that she returns as a threat.” 


“Death is better than she and her lot deserve,” Mel said. “If anyone 
deserves the Birdcage, it’s the bitches who set it up.” 


“You know, I’m actually not that mad at them,” Nick said. “Odds are 
they grabbed me and Greg and Alice out of certain death. Sure, 
everything they did was terrible, but | wouldn’t rather be dead.” 


| tuned out the conversation as Mel and Nick drew Colin and Katie 
into one of the age-old Cauldron’s Morality debates, albeit slightly 
distorted by the lack of a few details. In-universe or out-, it always 
came back to the same arguments, even on highly divergent AUs... 
which | suppose this counted as, in a way. 


“Kasey?” Taylor asked. “I know | played it off, but... | mean it. Don’t 
hate yourself for this. | wouldn’t forgive myself if you tore yourself 
apart on my behalf.” 


“I’m not ‘tearing myself apart’,” | protested. “I just regret what | did, as 
| should.” 


“Enough that you’re never going to do anything again?” she pressed. 


“| guess | did say that, didn’t |?” 
“You certainly implied it.” 


| took a slow breath. “I was thinking about it,” | admitted. “I could give 
up my powers completely and just... disappear. Go back to the life | 
had before, somewhere where superheroes are just fiction.” 


“Because you don’t trust yourself?” 


“No- well, maybe a little.” Nine years had only mostly beaten the self- 
doubt out of me. “But mostly because I’m not sure I’m cut out for this 
sort of life, especially after what | did... you know. Early on.” 


“No, except yes,” Sophia quipped. 


“Oh, fuck off,” | grumbled good-naturedly. “Fine, yes. It’s hard to trust 
myself after such a massive fuck-up. | like to think I’ve grown, but I'll 
always wonder.” 


“You spent years as the second in command of the largest, most 
respected Protectorate branch in the country,” Mel said, having 
grown bored of the argument. “I think you figured it out.” 


“The leader is respected,” | said humbly, raising my drink to Colin. 
He harrumphed. “Seriously,” | continued, “my power’s good, but me, 
personally? Perfectly adequate in every way.” 


“Bullshit,” Katie said. “You were a fantastic mentor.” 

“You're biased, Shimmy,” | said, prompting an eye roll at the 
embarrassing old nickname. “I did the best | could. Sometimes it 
wasn’t good enough.” 


“But you did the best you could,” Taylor repeated. “That’s a hell of a 
lot more than you were doing at the beginning.” 


“That hurts.” 


“Because it’s true.” 


| gave her a half-shrug of surrender. “Like | said, | asked the wrong 
people for guidance.” 


“Oh?” Emily asked. Whoops. I'd forgotten she was here. Pay no 
attention to me badmouthing your moral compass, please. 


“Well then pick yourself up and dust yourself off, Hudson,” Sophia 
chimed in. “Don’t be a quitter just ‘cause you’re not perfect.” 


“Besides, you've got experience now,” Mel said. “You’re not going to 
make the same mistakes again.” 


“You might make different mistakes,” Colin agreed, “but you'll learn 
from those, as well.” 


Katie raised her drink. “To moving forward!” 


We toasted, and drank, and talked until the sun had risen. And then 
it was time to move on. 


And move on | did. 
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Chapter 50: A Hangover of the Soul 
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Chapter 50: A Hangover of the Soul 


| woke up in an unfamiliar bed. 
Did | actually go home last night? 


| spent most nights in a cot at the Protectorate building, a bad habit 
l’d picked up from Armsmaster. It wasn’t like | had anything waiting 
for me at my crappy little studio apartment anyway; Emily had found 
a nicer place elsewhere in the city years ago. Then again, | Suppose 
if | was heading back after a party, going home would have been 
easier than passing through security just to pass out on the 
uncomfortable futon in my cubbyhole. 


This bed, on the other hand, is really nice. 


My apartment doesn't have a bed this nice. 


Confused, | rolled out of bed and wandered over to the window, 
trying to figure out why | had a lovely jungle view. It took my sleep- 
addled brain a good minute to realize | wasn’t on Bet anymore, and 
another minute to remember why. 


| felt hung-over, and | still hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol in my life. 


My morning routine got me most of the way back to equilibrium, but 
there was still an uncanny valley filter over everything. The bed was 
too comfortable. The bathroom tiles were too smooth. The towels 
were too soft. The mirror was too shiny. | wasn’t wearing my 
costume; I’d had to make three more of the things just because | was 
Dreadnought more often than Kasey, and now normal clothes felt 
weird. Throwing my costume jacket on over my shirt helped a little, 
even if it was a bit warm. 


The lingering feeling of unreality followed me down to breakfast. 
What was with this five-star buffet? Where was my crappy 
Protectorate cafeteria food? Their french toast was decent... by 
which | mean it wasn’t burnt. Usually. Now | had options? Bullshit. 


As usual, I’d risen early even without my alarm; the restaurant was 
abandoned. The entire Warehouse was sleeping off the start of the 
new intermission. | ate alone, went back to my room, then 
remembered that | didn’t have any paperwork to do or gadgets to 
repair. What the hell was | supposed to do with my time? 


Oh my god, | haven't taken a vacation in four years! 


Another habit I'd picked up from my workaholic boss. | hadn’t been 
back to the Warehouse in at /east that long, maybe longer! 


This was starting to give me a headache. The shock of going from 
constant stress to utter leisure was itself stressing me out worse than 
my previous baseline level. That hadn’t happened since college! 


| gave up and went back to bed. 
---X==X==X--- 


After | finally emerged from my room around midday, | sought 
Emily... no, it was Homura again now. | sought Homura out. We had 
things to discuss. 


| think we should hold off on this conversation until after the jump 
ends, so we can have it with clearer heads. 


She was up on the Cherry Tree Hill, as | expected, sitting on a picnic 
blanket in her ‘normal’ form. 


“Hey,” | said eloquently. 

“Hello, Cass.” She waved me over, and | sat down on the blanket 
next to her. We looked over the town together for a moment before 
she asked, “How are you feeling?” 

“Weird,” | said honestly. “It’s like... culture shock. I'd gotten so used 
to how things were... | mean, | spent close to nine years immersing 
myself completely in my job, and now... | don’t know. Everything 
feels off.” | leaned back and lay down, folding my arms behind my 
head. “How about you?” 

“Well enough.” 


| raised an eyebrow, but she was still looking at the town, so she 
didn’t see. 


“What did you think of the jump?” | asked. 


“| don’t want to go back,” she said. | couldn’t completely stifle the 
laughter her answer caused. “What?” 


“Nothing. | mean, that’s an understatement, that’s all.” 


“| suppose.” She looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “Any 
particular reason you're still in your Kasey form?” 


“Not really. Is that unusual?” 


“Most people tend to go back to their default.” She waved a hand at 
herself. “Ah, | guess you wouldn’t want to do that, though.” 


“Yeah, you got it in one. This body’s about the same age as | was 
when | joined, and isn’t... you know.” 


“Fetishistic?” 


“Yes, that.” Although to be honest, my largest problem with my first 
alt-form was the self-conscious feeling that people would judge me 
for using it. “Did Max manage to recruit Dragon?” 


“Yeah. She’s on the mainframe right now; she won't get a human 
body until she imports.” 


“Hmm.” Dragon, Dinah, Zion. “I got kicked completely off the short 
list in one Jump.” 


“The short list?” 


“For imports. Priority is based on number of imports for three slots, 
right?” 


“Ah. Hmm.” Homura touched a finger to her face as she thought. “I’m 
sure Max will bend the rules a bit, since we took on so many people 
at once. She makes them, after all.” 


“Maybe.” | took a deep breath, trying to ignore how even the air in 

the Warehouse was slightly too good to be true. Or maybe that was 
just normal air after spending a decade in New York City? “So, why'd 
you go for Sting?” 


“Firepower,” she said. “It’s a perfect-defense-breaker that | can apply 
to any other weapon. | already have an arsenal, but Sting is a power 
multiplier that’s hard to beat.” 


“Nice.” | didn’t have my power at the moment; | probably needed to 
slot it. 


| stretched out and lay back on the blanket, soaking up the peace | 
hadn't had in years. The blossoms overhead looked like an 
explosion of pink petals, frozen in time. 


It was beautiful. 

But, eventually, it came time to rip the bandage off. 
“So...” | began, “Il actually sought you out for a reason.” 
“To have that conversation?” 

“Yeah.” 


There was a long, awkward pause. | raised my head, but Homura 
was still facing the town, so | couldn't see her face. 


“| might not have gone in as your family if I’d realized what it would 
be like,” she said slowly, “but don’t regret it. It was nice. New. I’m 
glad | got to experience what it’s like to have a sister. To have real 
family, someone | could be open with. 


“SO, no, you didn’t do anything wrong, or make me uncomfortable. | 
enjoyed it while it lasted.” 


“I’m sorry,” | said automatically. She’d followed me from Concord to 
New York, but my career with the Protectorate had taken over my life 
to the point that | didn’t go home for months at a time even before 
she’d moved out. How sad is it to have a long distance friendship 
with someone who lives ten minutes away? “I kind of ditched you, 
didn’t |?” 


“| didn’t mean to imply any fault.” She lay back to stare up at the sky 
with me, the artificial sun filtering through the blossoms. “You were 
doing good work. And... | think letting things taper off like that helped 
me, as well. It was always going to be temporary, whether it was one 
year or ten.” 


“Yeah, | suppose.” | opened my mouth, hesitated, and then plunged 
ahead. “Unless you wanted to do it again...” 


“Would you?” she asked, surprised. 


“Of course! | mean, if you wanted to.” 
She hummed, but didn’t say anything. 


| glanced over at her. Her eyes flicked sideways towards me for a 
moment before returning to the branches over our heads. 


“You know,” | said, “I still mean what | said.” 
“About coming with me?” 
“Yeah.” 


“Then | have to ask...” Homura swallowed. “Why do you want to go 
with me? If it's because of the sister thing... then | don’t want to do it 
again. I'd be messing with your mind to tie you to me, and | can’t 
accept that, even if you volunteer.” 


Ah. How best to explain? “I can’t deny that the last jump changed 
things, but only by making me confident enough... or foolhardy 
enough to offer, because I'd be far too shy otherwise.” | sat up and 
turned to face her, and she did the same. “You are awesome, 
Homura. You’re strong, determined, caring, loyal, and a total badass. 
You deserve all the friendship in the world, and the idea that | could 
be part of that-that | could be one of the people you call a friend, 
someone you rely on, maybe even respect-that’s more than | could 
ever ask for.” 


She blushed. “You think too highly of me, Cassandra.” 
“| don’t think | do.” 


She turned back to the town, hiding her glowing cheeks. “I don't 
know what to say. You’re so different than the character you could 
have become, but sometimes you say things that make me forget 
that.” She chuckled softly. “You’d often say things like that, and 
people would always shake their heads and complain that they aren’t 


worthy of that sort of praise. It was kind of frustrating to watch, 
actually... and now you’re doing it to me, and that’s weird.” 


“Because you’re going to shake your head and complain that you 
aren't worthy of that sort of praise?” 


“I’m trying to resist,” she said. “You were... would have been no 
slouch yourself, in any of those things.” 


“Really?” That was hard to imagine. “One of these days I’m actually 
going to have to watch it, just to see who the hell | could have 
become.” 


“Then you’re braver than I, as well.” 
| scoffed. “Or perhaps just dumber.” 


Homura hummed, still looking away from me. “What about you?” she 
asked. “Why do you... why are you willing to give up on everything 
else? Not just the ‘chain, but your whole life?” 


That was a much harder question to answer. Not because | didn’t 
know, but because it was... raw. “I... fuck, | don’t Know how to say 
this without...” 


“Without what?” 


It took me a second to find the right way to phrase it. “Without 
bringing up things that... may or may not have happened.” 


“Ah.” 


There was a scene in Madoka Magica where Madoka confesses that 
one reason she’s considering becoming a Magical Girl is that she 
feels that she’s otherwise useless, with nothing to offer the world. 
That had stung me really hard when | saw it because | felt exactly 
the same sense of worthlessness. | mean, when Max had tracked 
me down to offer me a spot on the ’chain, I'd been metaphorically 
living in my parents’ basement trying to figure out what the fuck my 


identity was, wasting my time reading fan-fiction, and generally being 
the kind of useless, freeloading college drop-out every parent fears. 
Self-worth wasn’t something | had in abundance. 


| had no idea whether any such scene would have taken place in 
Homura’s Max-altered timeline, and couldn’t even remember if she 
would have been present for that scene in if Max hadn’t been there. | 
was certainly no Madoka Kaname, and the last thing | wanted to do 
was dredge up bad memories for Homura... but | still needed to 
answer the question. 


“| guess... | guess | can just say you might have heard something 
like this before. | felt | had no talents or skills or... anything to offer 
the world. Like | was so thoroughly mediocre that nothing | did could 
ever amount to anything...” | trailed off, waiting. 


There was a long pause before Homura responded. 
“| see.” 
That was all she said. 


“Sorry... um. | guess the point is that | didn’t feel like | was... like | 
had a reason to exist. It was like | was just an extra. Useless. Maybe 
not a burden, but not... contributing. A sort of... existential no-op. 


“Don’t get me wrong, | love my family, and | love my friends... but 
I've never loved my /ife. | was just... existing because not existing 
wouldn’t be any better.” 


“That sounds very sad,” she said. 


| shrugged. “I wasn’t unhappy. | think. | mean... | struggled with 
depression, but by the time you guys picked me up it was mostly 
handled. But | wasn’t... fulfilled. 


“| grew up on escapism. | always wanted magic to be real, in some 
form. Everyone wants their Hogwarts letter growing up, right? But... 


even after | grew up, even long after | was old enough to know it was 
impossible-you know, long past the age ‘normal’ kids accept reality-| 

never stopped yearning. | wanted something. Something that wasn’t 
mundane-something magical-even though | knew | was never going 

to get it. 


“Maybe that’s why I never loved my life... or maybe | never loved my 
life, and | blamed the lack of magic for my malaise. It doesn’t really 
matter. 


“The point is, fiction was my refuge. My whole life, | was searching 
for escape. | wasn’t comfortable with myself, | hated school, my 
home life stressed me out, | couldn't finish college once | finally got 
away, | was too socially anxious to reach out to people... and 
through it all, | had books and video games. Escapist fantasy. And 
now I’m in it, and I’m not sure what I'd do if | went back. | wonder if 
having magic powers, if being the only one to have magic, wouldn’t 
be... worse, somehow? A reminder that the world was even more 
mundane than I’d imagined? | don’t know, I’m babbling.” | stopped 
and took a deep breath, then another, letting my feelings settle and 
my thoughts slow down. “Sorry, that was a lot to unload.” 


“It’s all right,” Homura said. “But to be honest, that makes me wonder 
more about why you'd be willing to leave the ‘chain. It must be 
everything you'd wanted.” 


“Maybe it is,” | allowed, “but it will never be somewhere I’m needed.” 


“Leaving with me doesn't just mean leaving the ’chain, though,” she 
warned me. “It means giving up ever going home. You'd never see 
your family again, or any of your friends-all for someone you've only 
just met, relatively speaking.” 


“Relative to your lifespan, maybe.” 


“That doesn’t change the fact that you’d be giving up your home and 
everyone you knew,” she said gravely. “Forever.” 


“| know,” | said. “I miss them, of course, but... it’s been more than ten 
years since I’ve spoken to them, for me, and a blink of an eye for 
them. If | went back, would they even recognize me? And | don't 
mean...” | held up a hand in front of my face and shifted from Kasey 
to RPG-Cassandra to Original-Cassandra/ (ew) and back 
again, watching my hand change as | did. “I mean, I’ve been through 
some crazy shit. I’ve... I’ve helped people and failed people and 
killed people and saved people and... would | even fit in with them 
anymore? | had an entire life. | may not have lived through all of it, 
but I’m not just Cassandra anymore. I’m also Kasey, and... Kasey is 
kind of a bitch.” 


“Maybe she was as a teen,” Homura said, “but | don’t think anyone is 
proud of who they were when they were seventeen.” 


“Maybe.” | wasn’t proud of my first life’s teenage decision-making 
either. “But... | do mean it when | say I’d join you. So... if you need 
me...” | trailed off, the offer clear. 

“I’m honored,” Homura said, “but you don’t have to.” 

“Honored?” | repeated. “Hah. You, honored to spend time with me.” 


“What does that mean?” 


“It means that when | say ‘the honor is all mine’, | mean it literally. 
You’re an amazing person, and I’m unbelievably lucky to have met 
you. I'll do anything | can to support you.” 


Homura didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. The silence 
stretched. 


“But if you don’t want me to follow you, | wouldn't,” | said awkwardly. 
“Obviously.” 


“No, no... | appreciate it. It’s just...” She paused. “It would be terribly 
selfish of me to ask you to come with me.” 


“Maybe it would be, but | think it might have been a little selfish of me 
to offer, as well,” | said with a sheepish grin. “Sisters or not, it was a 
bit forward, wasn’t it?” 


“Maybe.” Homura paused to clear her throat, then turned her head to 
address me directly. “I can’t help but think... you’re still new. What if 
you find somewhere else you want to be, or someone else you want 
to follow?” 


A pit formed in my stomach at the question. Stupid. | hadn’t thought 
of that. “I don’t Know,” | admitted. “I... | can’t promise it won’t happen. 
And if it did... | don’t know.” 


She just nodded, which made the feeling worse. 


“It was wrong of me to offer,” | said awkwardly. “I’m sorry.” | moved to 
stand up, only for Homura to turn and put a hand... not quite on 
mine, but close enough to make the meaning clear. 


“It wasn’t wrong,” she told me. “Even if you can’t promise to follow 
through... the offer means more than | can say. I’ve held myself 
apart for so long, | never thought people might... care.” She blinked 
a couple times before giving me the largest smile I’d ever seen from 
her-which is to say that both corners of her mouth twitched upwards. 
“| need some time to myself right now, but maybe we will do it again, 
sometime... little sister.” 


“By twen-ugh, no, you’re hundreds of years older than me,” | said 
with a chuckle, then opted for a bit of malicious compliance. “Onee- 
sama.” 


Her eyes narrowed at my mangling of her native tongue. “First 
sisterly lesson: pronunciation!” 


My trek back through the park interrupted a party in progress. Bob, 
Erin, Karl, Rita, and nearly a dozen other people | didn’t know by 


sight were seated around a picnic bench next to a large, open hole in 
the ground, each with a beer in hand. “Hey, folks.” | said. “What’s 
this?” 


“Buzz off, Cass!” Karl said with a smile. “You're interrupting the 
wake!” 


“The what?” 
“Our funeral!” Rita said. “We all died last jump!” 


“That’s our grave,” a woman | didn’t recognize added, pointing at the 
hole-which was, | realized, the right dimensions for an open grave. 


| glanced over the ‘mourners’. “Didn't Kara die too?” 
Bob shrugged. “She never shows up to these things.” 
“Sorry, kid,” Karl said. “This is a private party. Catch you later?” 


“Sure, | guess. See you.” | waved them goodbye as they went back 
to drinking. 


A bunch of immortals simultaneously hosting and attending their own 
funeral. You don’t see that every day. 
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With the only major social meeting | felt obligated to have over and 
done with, I... sorta fell apart for a few days. | stayed in my room, 
ordered room service when | was hungry, and lay in bed for twenty 
hours a day, watching movies on the TV. It wasn’t like | had a sleep 
deficit to make for-if | hadn’t gotten the bare hour a night | needed, 
something had gone seriously wrong that day-but without anything 
that needed doing right this second, | just... didn’t. The closest | got 
to action was the occasional moment between sleep and 
wakefulness where I'd forget where | was and start wondering why 
my alarm hadn't gone off. Then I’d see the hotel room, sigh, and try 
to go back to sleep. 


What else was | going to do? | didn’t have any caping to do, but 
normal clothes didn’t seem right anymore, so | spent all my time ina 
too-large t-shirt, tucked under the covers of my bed. | couldn't talk to 
Colin about work, or Mel about the news, or Katie about random 
everyday bullshit-hell, there wasn’t any of those things to talk about 
at all! It felt like time had stopped, or /’d stopped and time had left me 
behind. | was rudderless. If my room wasn’t magically cleaned, it 
would have turned into a mess; | had half a dozen room service meal 
carts clogging up the area before Zero barged in and set me straight. 


“You're a fucking mess, Cass,” she said, staring imperiously down at 
me as she blocked my view of... whatever I’d been watching. 


“Eh,” | said. 
Zero ripped my covers off, which was just rude. “Come on, get up!” 


“Why?” That was pretty indicative of my mental state at that moment. 
Nothing needed doing, so why ‘do’? 


“Because you’re sleeping in the middle of a pigsty. If the Warehouse 
had ants you’d be buried in them.” 


“No ants, though.” 

“| can get some.” 

| grunted. 

“| will get some if you don’t get up right now.” 

“You wouldn't.” 

“| could find some spiders, too...” 

That got me moving. Zero hovered over me like a disapproving 


parent as | cleaned myself and my room, then wheeled the food 
carts out into the hall. By that point | was actually awake, 


presentable, and wondering what the hell I’d been doing. “I’ve been 
in here... two days?” 


“You don’t know?” Zero asked. | glared at her. “Four days. You 
skipped some meals.” 


“Damn.” Wow, some adult |! am. “So, uh, thanks for getting me 
moving, but... why did you come looking for me?” 


“Akemi asked me where you were. | asked Diana. Diana asked 
Dragon. Dragon said you hadn't left your room in the last 72 hours-” 


“So they sent you?” 

“| sent myself!” she said. “You’re my friend too.” 
“lam?” 

“You're not?” 


“| mean... | don’t know.” | cringed. “I guess | just... never really found 


79) 


you, uh, ‘friendly’. 
“| don’t tease my enemies!” 


It took a moment to sink in, but | started laughing when it did. “Of 
course not. Sorry about that, and... thanks. Thank you, sincerely. | 
kinda crawled into my head and died a little, huh?” 


“It happens.” Zero reached over and closed the door to my room. 
“You're not going back in there, so how about a game?” 
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| didn’t want to play any fighting games, and Zero wasn't interested 
in card games, so we ended up playing pool. Well, she played pool; | 
just moved the balls around the table to roughly the same effect. 
There was a minibar on the wall next to the pool table to sell the 


whole pool hall aesthetic, so I’d grabbed a root beer and Zero 
grabbed a bottle of something that smelled like diesel fuel. 


“What do you do for a decade when you don’t import?” | asked. 


“Not much,” she said. Her back was to me as she lined up a shot. 
“It's not a decade for us, anyway.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Time moves faster for us.” She turned back to me and held up a 
finger, which she used to trace lines in the air. “Everyone who 
doesn’t import only experiences one year in the Warehouse, plus 
any time they spend outside it.” 


“That’s convenient.” | stopped as the details caught up to me. “Wait, 
time can’t move faster in the Warehouse because that would mess 
up anyone who visits from the current jump!” 


“Yeah, that’s why | said it moves faster ‘for us’, rather than ‘in here’. 
Your turn.” 


“Right, sorry.” | took my shot, not really aiming at anything; the cue 
ball slammed into a cluster of balls near the center of the table, 
knocking them every which way. The 14 ended up going into the far 
corner pocket, which meant... wow, | was actually in the lead by one 
ball. “How does that work?” 


“| don’t know. | guess our rate of time evens things out if we start 
drifting away from the one-ten ratio.” Zero didn’t seem particularly 
disturbed by that concept. 


“What does that mean?” 


“Well, let’s look at it from Management’s perspective. You have 
people who you want to experience less time. For a normal Jump, 
it’s a ten-to-one ratio.” She held her thumb and forefinger wide apart. 
“So if you assume no one enters or leaves the warehouse, you can 


just speed up time by a factor of ten.” Her fingers drew closer 
together to demonstrate. “That’s the basic assumption, right?” 


“Sure.” 


“But it’s not that easy, because you have people coming and going, 
and you need to maintain their personal time. So you slow time back 
down to normal while people are visiting, and then turn it back up 
when they leave.” The gap between her fingers grew and shrank to 
illustrate ‘different timescales’. “All you need to do is turn it slightly 
farther up to make up the difference.” 


“What if there are more than a year’s worth of visits?” | asked. “There 
are a hundred of us, we could easily have someone in here three 
days out of the week. Hell, what if someone spends the last six 
months in the Warehouse? They’d have to come in halfway through 
the Jump to experience that much time properly, but that requires 
perfect precognition to know when to place them, and to make sure 
they don’t cross worldlines with anyone else.” 


“Not necessarily,” Zero said. “The other people there could, | dunno, 
relatively only experience every tenth day, or something. With 
enough shuffling around, everything will line up somehow.” 

“And that doesn’t worry you at all?” 

“Why would it?” 


It seemed like it should be worrying, but | couldn’t put my finger on 
why. “I dunno. It’s just... weird.” 


“Weird?” Zero repeated. “It’s not even as weird as normal physics.” 
| scoffed. “How do you figure?” 


“We always experience events in the same order, even if we 
experience different amounts of time between them.” She dragged 
her index finger through the air, bouncing it like she was landing on 


certain points. “Relativity doesn’t even guarantee that much. Ever 
heard of a relativistic succession crisis?” 


Score one for conventional physics, | guess. “No? Do tell.” 


Zero adopted a lecturing tone. “Consider a hypothetical nation that 
follows the succession rule of, ‘When the current monarch dies, his 
or her oldest living legitimate child ascends to the throne.’ This 
nation has a king with two children, and each of those two children 
are married with children.” 


“| see where this is going,” | said. “If the current monarch and his 
oldest child both die, the next monarch is either child two or child 
one’s child depending on which order they died in.” 


“Exactly. If their deaths are spacelike-separated events, then your 
velocity determines who you observe to have died first. Two 

observers traveling at different soeeds would eventually meet and 
have a relativistic succession crisis. It’s still your turn, by the way.” 


“Oh, right, sorry.” | hadn’t been paying attention, so I'd forgotten that 
sinking the 14 got me another shot. | walked around to where the 
cue-ball had come to rest on the opposite side of the table as 
something else occurred to me. “If Management can do all that, why 
did | only have a single year in my first Jump?” 


“| don’t know. Did you want more than a year in that Jump?” 


“Not in MGQ, but the world | spent the last couple months in wasn't 
so bad.” | shrugged and took my shot, watching the balls roll around 
for a bit. “I guess | wonder if having more time to... | don’t Know, 
mature, or acclimate, or whatever, if that would have helped me last 
jump.” 


“| can’t answer that,” Zero said, “but if you just want to ask about why 
your jump was cut short, you could always call Management and 
ask.” 


“You mean, literally call them up on the phone?” 


“Sure. Dial Zero-zero-zero on any phone in the Warehouse. Any 
phone physically in the Warehouse, even mundane cell phones.” 
She took her shot, cursing under her breath as a bit of sideways spin 
had the ball bounce off the corner of the pocket. 


“| might do that,” | said. Maybe | could get my shard-powers slotted 
early, too; | missed the feeling of safety they gave me, for all that the 
Warehouse was perfectly safe. “So, what did you do all year?” 


“| took the airship back to the Generic Fantasy RPG | did ages ago; 
that was good for six months of fun. Kinda bullshit that | missed the 

biggest fight, but | wasn’t expecting shit-lizard to be the highlight of 

the jump.” She ignored my snort of amusement. “That’s life, | guess. 
What about you? Another ten years of virginity?” 


The question fouled my shot, causing the cue ball to miss the rest of 
the balls entirely. 


“| figured if anything would get through your prudishness, it would be 
being a teenager again,” she continued, “especially since | heard the 
import hit you pretty hard. | guess that wasn’t enough, huh?” 


“Why do you care?” | asked crossly. 


“| mean... we’re friends, so | care about you, and | think you could do 
with letting off a bit of steam, you know?” Zero shrugged, then took a 
long sip of whatever cleaning fluid she called a drink. “Honestly, you 
need to get laid at least once. You’re so fucking repressed | can 
barely stand to look at you.” 


| did not appreciate where this conversation had gone, and | frowned 
as | grabbed my drink and moved away. Zero sashayed up to the 
pool table, set her drink down on the rim, and picked up the cue ball 
after my scratch. She managed to tie the score, which she 
celebrated with by twirling the cue around as she surveyed the table. 
| stared into my soda, not really listening to her natter as she lined up 


another shot. | was fine, and it’s not like a one-night stand sometime 
in the last decade would have magically prevented any of my recent 
problems. 


“Cass?” Zero said, stopping just short of waving a hand in front of my 
face. “It’s your turn.” 


| really didn’t care about the game. “You know,” | said slowly. “I used 
to get a lot of pressure from people to drink.” 


“Alcohol?” 
“Yeah.” 


She grinned. “I wouldn’t Know,” she said, raising her bottle in mock 
toast. When | didn’t laugh, she stopped smiling and started treating 
the conversation seriously. “People really wanted you to start 
drinking? That’s... kinda weird, actually. People only intervene to 
stop me from drinking.” 


“Yeah.” | was getting restless, so | started pacing back and forth 
along the side of the table. “| mean, nine out of ten people just sort of 
thought ‘well, that’s weird, but you do you | guess,’ but there was the 
occasional person who’d make a big fucking deal out of it, you 
know?” 


“How so?” 


“They get pushy. You know, the people who’d walk up, hand me a 
drink, and insist that | try it. They’d get angry when | refused, like | 
was insulting them. 


“Well, | eventually found a pattern to the people who really made a 
stink about me not drinking.” | waved my root beer bottle around 
aimlessly as | spoke. “They were the people who had a drinking 
problem. | think they felt self-conscious about how much they drank, 
even if they wouldn't admit it-” 


“Okay, | see where you're going with this,” Zero said, “and I’m gonna 
cut you off there.” 


| flinched. I’d been pacing away from her when she’d interrupted, so | 
had to stop and turn around to face her. She was frowning slightly, 
but not scowling; it was more of a concerned look than anger or 
annoyance. 


“First, just to be clear,” she said calmly, “Il do not have a problem with 
sex. | have a healthy amount, that amount being ‘as much as | damn 
well want, with other consenting adults.’ It’s not a fucking addiction- 
no pun intended-or a maladaptive coping mechanism, or any of that 
shit, it’s just me enjoying life. All right?” 


| opened my mouth to apologize, but she immediately continued, 
“Second, I’m not trying to get you laid because of how / feel. | think 
you'd benefit from it. Loosen up a little, get the brain chemicals 
flowing, all that shit. | said you’re repressed, and | meant it.” She 
paused, then added, “I will admit that spending a year following Luka 
around probably didn’t do you any favors in regard to the whole fear- 
of-your-own-sexuality thing...” 


| could only sigh and shake my head at the reminder of that ordeal. 
“Not everyone wants to have sex,” | said. 


“Sure, it’s not for everyone. | get that. If you’re ace, say so now and 
l’ll never mention it again, promise.” Zero smiled, then stretched 
languidly, showing off her curves in a way that had to be deliberate. 
The smirk she shot me when she was done confirmed that theory. 
“Yeah, | didn’t think so. You’re horny and lonely, but you’re too 
scared to do anything about it. Shit, you probably never even dated, 
right?” 


“Course not,” | said. 


She blinked at the response. “Why is that obvious?” 


“I, uh, didn’t have much interest in dating, you know...” | trailed off, 
then muttered, “as a dude.” 


“Oooh. Damn, | didn’t even think of that.” Zero frowned, tapping her 
fingers on the side of the table as she thought. “Okay, I’m going to 
leave that shit alone, ’cause that’s out of my wheelhouse. My point 
still stands. You didn’t date. You didn’t have clumsy teenage sex in 
the back of a car, or whatever, and now you’re pushing forty- 
subjectively-and you've gone without for so long that you’ve built it 
up into this big thing. You're a colossal prude because sex is this big 
fucking deal that you just don’t have a handle on. 


“| say ‘you need to get laid’ because | think if you stopped worrying 
so much about it and just relaxed, had a good fuck, you’d realize that 
it’s not... whatever your weird, distorted view is. | really think a bit of 


casual sex would be good for you. It would at least help you stop 
freaking out all the time whenever it comes up.” 


“Are you volunteering?” | asked snidely. 

“Sure, why not?” 

| choked on my drink. 

“| mean, | don’t want to push you too hard on this,” she added as | 
sputtered, “but we're friends, and I’m pretty much always down to 
fuck. So if you ever feel like you’re ready, | wouldn’t mind adding 
‘with benefits’...” 


“Not ready,” | gasped out, still coughing. 


“Yeah, | can tell.” She walked over and gave me a couple hard pats 
on the back to clear my airway. “But that’s the kind of reaction I’m 
talking about. You’re blushing like a stop sign.” 


“Then maybe-cough-you should stop.” 


Zero pouted. “Sorry. Shit, | just said | wouldn’t push you on this-” 


“It’s fine,” | said quickly as | finally got the last of the soda out of my 
airway. “You just set up that line too perfectly.” 


She pouted harder, before breaking into laughter. “Right, good one. 
Still, ’ll back off. Let’s call this mess a draw and take a break.” 
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Chapter 51: Head Case 


After saying goodbye to Zero, | headed over to the games room, 
where | found Bob and Karl up to their usual antics. Bob’s fate last 
jump I'd already known, but | had no idea how Karl had died. The 
answer turned out to be Leviathan; he’d gotten Rita as well. 


“Bloody overgrown lizard,” Karl grumbled, petting the chibi-fied 
Endbringer in question while Behemoth menaced a group of 
animated Warhammer Fantasy figurines. The ‘Friendbringers’ were 
sized to scale with the miniatures, which made for a rather comical 
scene; | suspected Karl had picked them up for exactly that reason. 
“At least you lasted more than a month,” Bob said. 

“You didn’t miss much.” 

“True ‘nuff.” 


“What do you guys think about bringing Zion?” | asked. 


Karl shrugged. “I think it’s crazy, but it’s not my ass on the line. 
Why?” 


“A lot of people were really unhappy. | was wondering if you were 
one of them.” 


“Sometimes things get decided while you’re dead,” Bob said. “It’s 
something you just have to deal with, especially when you die early.” 


“It’s not like people can ask your opinion while you’re KO’d,” Karl 
added. 


“| suppose-hey!” | yelled as someone started messing with my hair. 
“Who’s doing that?” Karl just laughed as | flailed about, looking for 
my invisible assailant. 


“It's Simmie,” Bob said. “She’s on your shoulders.” 


| stopped aiming for an invisible person and grabbed mini-Ziz off the 
back of my neck. “Thanks,” | said as | dangled the pint-sized 
Endbringer in front of my face by a wing. ‘Simmie’ pouted back, arms 
folded stubbornly. 


“What were you doing?” | asked her. Her answer was to hold her 
hands out for my hair again, which obediently waved towards her 
thanks to her telekinesis. 


“| think she likes you,” Karl said with a mischievous grin. “Oh, hi, 
Jenn! What are you up to?” A glance over my shoulder showed that 
Jenn had indeed just walked in. 


“Hi, everyone!” Jenn called back. “I’m here for a Children’s Card 
Game!” She held up a large, flat box of-presumably-cards. 


“Ah, excuse me. Talk to you guys later?” | handed Simmie back to 
Karl and wandered away from the wargaming area to join Jenn at 
one of the card tables. We sat down, and she popped the lid off the 
box to reveal so many cards. 

“Hey,” | said. 

“Hey, Cass. You play Duel Monsters?” 

“No-” 


“Want to learn?” 


“Maybe another time?” | hedged. “I actually wanted to talk to you 
about... what you asked last jump.” 


“Oh, don’t worry about that.” 
“I’m sorry about how | reacted-” 


“It’s fine,” Jenn interrupted me. “Really, it’s not a problem. You 
haven't been worrying about that all this time, have you?” 


| gave her a sheepish grin. “Mmmaybe?” 


She laughed. “You really are young,” she said. “I was disappointed, 
but | should have known better. You don’t owe me anything, Cass, 

then or now. You were right: it would be weird. I’m more than three 

times your age. If we’d met a hundred years earlier... ah well.” She 
shrugged. 


“It would be weird,” | agreed, “but I’m starting to think everything 
about this is weird, so... I’m willing to try.” 


Jenn stopped leafing through her cards. 


“That's... very kind of you,” she said slowly, “but to be honest, I’m 
second guessing the request myself now.” 


“Oh?” 


“It's mostly the age thing. And... well, I’m pretty darn self-sufficient, 
you know?” 


“| bet.” 


“| was being honest about wanting... Doctor Rolins for a mom, but 
that was a long time ago. | haven't ‘needed’ a mom for more than a 
century, so...” Jenn took a deep breath, then shrugged again. 
“Maybe it wasn’t a good idea in the first place.” 


| felt bad about how relieved that made me. “If you’re sure,” | said. 


“lll think about it. Anyway-” she pushed the box of cards away and 
pulled a whole other box out of hammerspace, “-I know you like 
Magic: The Gathering...” 


It was already mid-afternoon, thanks to my late start, so it was hardly 
surprising that card games ate up the rest of the day. 
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| caught up with Dinah the next day at breakfast... or rather, she 
caught up with me. She was one of the few people in Brockton I’d 
stayed in regular contact with, but only over email, so didn't 
recognize her at all when she sat down across from me. “Hello, 
Kasey!” 


“Dinah?” | guessed. 


She pouted. “There was only an eight percent chance you'd 
recognize me. How could you tell?” 


“You called me Kasey.” 

“SO?” 

“Everyone | knew before we visited Bet calls me Cassandra.” 
“Why? 

“Because that’s my name. What?” | asked when she laughed. 


“Nothing, it’s just... being introduced to a ‘Cassandra’ is kinda funny, 
you know?” | clearly didn’t, so she explained, “Given that I'ma 
precog, and you’re Cassandra.” 


“Ahh. | hadn't thought of that.” 


| snuck a closer look at her while we ate. She’d grown into a willowy 
young woman, straight brown hair down to the middle of her back; 
she hadn’t outgrown her dimples. 


“So,” | asked between bites of pancake, “how’s your first few days 
been?” 


“Weird,” she said without hesitation. “I thought spending a couple 
weeks in here meant | wouldn’t be surprised, but seeing it all again 
after ten years of relative normality just makes it weirder. Like, it 
should have changed, somehow? | mean, Brockton Bay looks 
completely different year to year, with all the construction going on. 
Then | show up here, and it’s like the entire place has been frozen in 
time since | was a kid.” 

| Knew the feeling. “I’m told you get used to it.” 

“You're not?” she asked. 

“No. I’ve only been here since... bah, there’s no useful date system 
for this. I've had eleven subjective years of membership, of which 
I’ve spent only two months actually in here.” 

“Bet was your first ‘trip’, then?” 

“It was my first ‘full length’ trip, at least. We call them ‘jumps’.” 

“Ah, like a faster-than-light drive,” she said. 


Hah. A Jump Drive. Wait, was that the pun Management had hit me 
with when I'd been browsing for side jumps? 


“What's with that look?” 


| sighed. “I just got a joke Management told more than ten years 
ago.” 


“Management?” she asked. 
“You weren't briefed on Management?” 


“I... uh... probably didn’t ask as many questions as | should have,” 
Dinah admitted with a sheepish grin. 


“Right, so: Management is what the... being... responsible for setting 
this whole tour up calls themself. Or maybe it’s just what Max called 
them and it stuck. Anyway, they are a presumably inter-dimensional 
being with power to spare and nothing better to do than watch puny 
mortals bumble about. They set up this space, bankroll us, set the 
rules, and tell us where we’re going and what we're doing. In 
exchange, we're basically their version of reality television.” 


“Huh. Max mentioned a ‘benefactor’, but | imagined... | don’t know, 
someone benevolent. The way you describe ‘Management’ sounds 
more like Q. From Star Trek,” she clarified unnecessarily. 


“Q wishes he could cause this much trouble,” | grumbled. “But, yeah, 
you’re not wrong. It’s the same trope.” 


“Trope?” 
“A trope is, uh, what’s the best way to put it-” 


“| know what a trope is,” she said. “It’s just weird to hear someone 
talk about real life like that.” 


“Oh, Dinah, Dinah, Dinah,” | said with a waggle of my finger. “You 
didn’t think we weren't fictional, did you?” 


She cocked her head. “What do you mean?” 


“| mean that everyone here exists in a fictional context to someone 
else. I'm from an animated TV series. Zero’s from a video game. 
You're from a novel. Uh... who else do you know?” 


“Diana,” she said immediately. 
That gave me pause. “! don’t actually know.” 
“Jenn?” 


“Uh... yeah, no idea there either.” 


She gave me a reproachful look. “You are really not cutting itas a 
tour guide, Kasey.” 


“Cassandra.” 


“Ah, sorry.” Dinah took another bite of her omelet, then nearly 
choked on it. 


“Wait, !’m from a novel!?” 


After breakfast-and a bit of playful hazing of the new companion-| 
headed over to the Greenhouse. Diane wasn’t there, so | loitered on 
the mansion porch, playing /nfinity Blade on my phone. Sure 
enough, she walked in about ten minutes later and spotted me 
immediately. 

“Hello, Cassandra. Looking for me?” 

“| guess it’s obvious, isn’t it?” 


“There aren’t many reasons for you to stand around here,” she 
agreed. “Dragon told me you were waiting.” 


“Oh, right. | guess | could have just asked her to contact you.” 
“Or you could have looked me up in the directory and called me.” 
| blinked. “We have a directory?” 


“Of course. You’re in the hotel, right? There’s a phonebook in your 
room.” 


That had a use? “I thought that was just a prop.” 


Diane chuckled. “That's understandable,” she said to my playful 
glare, “but it’s still amusing.” 


“Yeah, it is,” | admitted. “So Dragon is just sort of ‘everywhere’, | 
guess?” 


“In a manner of speaking. The Warehouse doesn’t have sensors, 
exactly-it’s a bit more esoteric than that-but she can perceive every 
public space in here. Having her in the mainframe is an odd bit of... | 
suppose the phrase Max would use is ‘blast from the past’. 
Computer, locate Ace.” 


“Ace is Currently in the Gym,” Dragon said in a monotone that 
reminded me more of Alexa than Star Trek. “References aside,” she 
added in her normal voice, “I would appreciate not being referred to 
as ‘Computer’.” 


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Diane said quickly. “That was insensitive of me. | 
won't do it again.” 


“It’s fine,” Dragon responded with a smile in her tone. “I appreciate a 
good reference as much as anyone.” 


“I’m beginning to suspect | know where Dinah got her Star Trek 
obsession from,” | quipped. 


Diane huffed. “That is an entirely baseless accusation. She was a 
sci-fi fan when she got here.” 


“If you Say So.” 

“| do,” she said firmly. “So, Cass, what brought you over here?” 

“| think | need some help.” 

“Counseling?” 

“Yeah.” 

Diane motioned me towards the large wooden bench on the porch, 


and we sat down, facing out into the yard. | hadn’t paid much 
attention to the vista the previous times I’d been in here: beyond the 


lines of growing plants and the white picket fence was a vast 
expanse of gently rolling hills, spotted with trees and completely 
covered in vibrant green grass that waved in the breeze. It was 
beautiful, even if the knowledge that the world actually ended at the 
fence ruined the experience a bit. 


Once | was done being distracted by the scenery, | took a deep 
breath and jumped in. “After the end of the jump, | sort of... 
crumbled, a bit. It was like a depressive episode, but without the 
depression. | don’t know how else to describe it.” | shrugged. “I 
guess that just seemed like the sort of thing | should talk toa 
therapist about.” 


She gave me a chance to continue before she replied. “Removing 
mental problems doesn’t necessarily change habits or tendencies,” 
she said. “The lack of depression is probably due to the ‘mental 
clean-up’ you got after exiting Worm-” 


“The what now?” 


Diane cocked her head curiously, surprised by the question. “Given 
the setting, surviving Worm came with... | think ‘mental clean-up’ is 
really the best description | can offer for it. All your psychological 
issues, scars, trauma, and so on were cleaned up.” 


“What?” | demanded. “Oh, hell. | completely forgot about that!” 
“You sound alarmed.” 


“|... damn it, I’m stil/ not used to my head being writable.” | tapped 
my temple for emphasis. “I’m... well, I’m a little upset. | mean... ugh. 
I’m not going to miss the depression, or the anxiety, or anything, 
but... | guess I’m worried I’m going to get tampered with to the point 
that | lose whatever makes me me. Like... shit, | was offered a 
treatment for my depression, back ‘home’. You’ve probably heard of 
it: transcranial magnetic stimulation?” 


“Ah, yes, | remember reading about that,” Diane said. “I didn’t take 
the time to look at it myself.” 


The way she was talking about it made me suspicious. “It’s not ‘real’, 
is it? Just sci-fi tech native to my world?” 


“Well...” 


“It can’t have only been around since 2009, though. The clinical trials 
would take years, and | heard about it... sometime in 2012, probably. 
No, wait, it would have been... 2014?” Compared to the way | could 
remember everything that had happened since my first jump ‘like it 
was yesterday’, events before joining the jumpchain were woefully 
murky. “It doesn’t matter. The point stands.” 


“The divergence isn’t that clear cut. World history diverged in 2009, 
but there are plenty of details-particularly in regards to technology- 
that worked their way into the ‘prelude’, so to speak. Like your quad- 
copters.” 


“Quad-copters? Like, drones?” 


“Yes, exactly,” Diane confirmed. “Max spent some time racing them 
during the jump. He must have brought back three dozen of the 
things.” 


“Those aren't real either?” 


“| wouldn’t say they ‘aren’t real’, since we have them right in front of 
Uus-” 


“Don’t worry, I’m not having an existential crisis or anything. Well, not 
about that,” | corrected myself. “I’m just... | never thought to ask 
about where technology diverged. My universe was sci-fi, right? So 
obviously things are going to be different.” That was weird to think 
about, though not distressing. It also raised a new question. “Why 
aren't they real?” 


“If you’re asking, ‘What’s unique about the quad-copters in your 
universe?’ then it’s a matter of power to weight ratios. Fitting four 
motor-actuated engines on a tiny frame with enough batteries to run 
them, all light enough that it can fly under its own power...” 


“Sci-fi bullshit.” 


“In a manner of speaking,” she conceded. “The exceptional part isn’t 
the drones themselves-a lot of science fiction has similar tools-it’s 
that they’re a /ot better than they should be for the time we were in. 
Granted, they’re far more reasonable than the other tech Max 
grabbed... probably because they were never explained, so your 
reality filled in the gaps naturally, and all they really needed was a bit 
lighter batteries and motors-” 


“Okay, now | think I’m heading for ‘existential crisis’ again,” | 
interrupted, holding up a hand to forestall further discussion of my 
world being written. “Which is a decent segue back to the topic, 
actually. TMS.” 


Diane nodded and folded her hands in her lap, waiting for me to 
continue. 


“My doctor-my psychiatrist, to be specific-recommended | try TMS to 
alleviate my depression, and I... | balked. | wasn’t comfortable with 
having my brain... ‘worked on’ so directly. | mean, | took a ton of 
antidepressants to try and do more or less the same thing, but for 
some reason...” 


“It felt different.” 


“Yeah.” It was hard-perhaps even impossible-to explain why Id felt 
that way. “Maybe it was just an emotional reaction, you know, like 
a... a...” | couldn't find the right word. “It probably wasn't logical,” | 
said instead, “but it unsettled me, and | never went for it.” 


“And this feels similar.” 


“Yeah. And it was forced on me, too.” 
“You weren't asked?” Diane asked, surprised. 


“No, | was... fuck, | was! It was part of the Stay-Leave-Continue 
options, and | just ‘clicked through it’, metaphorically.” | propped my 
elbows on my knees and dropped my face into my hands. “Shit, | 
was so tired | wasn’t paying attention.” 


“Would you have refused it?” She tried to ask the question neutrally, 
but couldn't keep the ‘are you crazy?’ out of her voice entirely. A bit 
ironic, considering. 


“Fuck. Maybe? | don’t know. It’s sort of horrifying that Management 
can just ‘clean up’ parts of me.” | opened my eyes, only to 
immediately start staring at my hands. “What the hell counts as a 
psychological issue, anyway? Is being transgender a psychological 
issue? Did they fuck with that?” | patted my chest, as if to reassure 
myself it was still there... mostly to reassure myself that it wasn’t 
suddenly a massive problem for me. “I guess not...” 


“| would expect that only the dysphoria would be affected, if they 
touched that at all,” Diane reassured me. “Identities are certainly not 
‘psychological issues’, so I’d expect the only change to be that you’d 
be less distressed by being in your old body.” 


“Right. Okay.” | took a deep breath. “Still, it’s... unsettling is definitely 
the right word. | guess at the time, back home, | was thinking that if 
the brain stimulation changed me, you know, my feelings, or my 
behavior, or whatever-which was the stated goal-then | would be a 
different person when | came out. Hell, that was actually something 
he said while trying to sell me on it. ‘It’s so effective at curing 
depression, it’s like seeing an entirely different person coming out of 
the treatment.’ Talk about a bad pitch!” 


“While | understand why that would be unsettling,” she said, “surely 
you see the difference between someone acting like a different 


person because they are no longer suffering, and actually being a 
different person due to some fundamental alteration to their mind.” 


“No, | do. | know it’s not logical-it seems kind of crazy in hindsight, 
actually-but it scared me, and | stayed away.” | sighed and 
straightened. “That was a hell of a tangent. Uh, back to what | was 
saying at first. My ‘episode’.” 


Diane nodded. 


“Frankly, | was a mess. | went full shut-in to the point that they had to 
send a search party.” 


“Even with the mental clean-up, your behavior isn’t going to change 
overnight.” She paused. “That said, was your behavior during the 
‘episode’ a problem?” 


“It certainly wasn’t healthy!” 
“In what way?” 


| gave her a flat look. “I locked myself in my room for several days 
and didn’t get out of bed except for the most basic needs.” 


“That does sound like the symptoms of a depressive episode,” Diane 
agreed, “but given that you said you weren’t depressed, and that you 
did get the ‘clean-up’, | don’t think you need to worry too much about 
it. You just came out of a very high stress lifestyle. There’s nothing 
wrong with taking a few days to yourself unless it was causing other 
problems.” She studied me for a moment before asking, “Was it 
causing other problems?” 


“Not in the sense that it was preventing me from doing what | needed 
to do, but only because there was nothing | needed to do at all.” 


“What about what you wanted to do?” 


| thought about that. “Maybe that was the problem,” | said slowly. 
“There wasn’t anything | wanted to do, either.” 


“Do you not have things to do here between jumps?” 


“No, | do! | just wasn’t in the mindset of... vacation, | guess. | was so 
used to running around all the time that I’d forgotten what it was like 
to not have to rush. Even my leisure time was a bit... frantic.” 


Diane nodded encouragingly. “And without the time pressure, you 
didn’t have the same impetus to pursue anything.” 


“Exactly.” 
“What got you out of bed, then?” 


“Zero came looking for me,” | said. “That was... it was a little odd. | 
hadn’t spoken to her that much-she’s kind of intimidating-but 
apparently | soent enough time around her that we’re friends, now.” 


“Did you not want to be her friend?” 


“No, that’s not it! Zero’s cool. A bit scary, but cool. It’s just... | guess | 
misinterpreted her teasing for unfriendliness.” 


And then her teasing had gotten very friendly... 


“Well,” Diane said after a moment's thought, “I think the best advice | 
can give you is to try to make social appointments, since that seems 
to get you moving.” 


“Calling it a social appointment makes it sound like we’d planned a 
day out or something. She barged into my room and kicked me out 
of bed like a disappointed parent. Oh, speaking of social 
appointments, though, that reminds me: | actually did do one thing 
before | shut myself in. | went and had a conversation with Homura 
that we’d postponed during the actual jump, and... that segues into 
the other thing | wanted to talk about.” 


“Yes?” 


“Yeah... |... sorry, give me a moment. This is kind of a big question, 
and I'm a little scared of the answer.” | took a deep breath and 
cleared my throat nervously. “It’s about... who | was, last jump.” 


“In what way?” 

“In...” | paused and turned back to face the garden as | considered 
the best way to phrase my question. “Okay, this is kind of a tangent, 
but bear with me. | played a lot of video games before Max picked 


me up-that was actually most of what | did, besides ‘read’ and ‘fail at 
things’-” 


“Surely it’s not that bad,” Diane interrupted. “You’re good at a lot of 
different things and a quick learner, right?” 


Why would she... oh. Future-me. 
| sighed. “Please don’t compare me to who | could have been.” 


“That's not what | was saying. | understand if your canon future is an 
uncomfortable subject-” 


“A bit, yeah.” 


“-but | was speaking of you as you are now,” she finished. “I think 
you underestimate yourself. You should give yourself more credit.” 


“It’s just self-deprecating humor. Don’t read too deeply into it, 
please.” 


“If you say so,” Diane said skeptically. “What were you saying?” 
“Uh...” I'd lost my train of thought. “What was the last thing | said?” 
“Video games.” 


“Ah, right. | played a lot of video games, and some of them offered 
choices about how much of a jerk to be to people, and... well, | 
always had trouble playing the ‘evil’ route. Some of it is that a lot of 


the evil choices were poorly written, like, you know, just pointlessly 
cruel to the point of stupidity, but even the better written ones... | 
guess | just never liked seeing characters suffer from my choices, 
even if | knew they weren't real.” 


“Characters-well written characters, at least-are most compelling 
when we can ignore the ‘knowledge’ that they’re fictional,” Diane 
said. 


“Whatever the hell ‘fictional’ actually means,” | added. 


“The point is that it’s hardly surprising you find a degree of empathy 
for the characters in your games,” she continued. “Writing as an art 
is about overcoming the disbelief the audience has in the work. 
Dramatic writing produces emotion when the audience suspends 
that disbelief and treats the story as true, at least within its own 
context.” 


“Okay, sure, but I’m not trying to analyze art here. I’m making the 
point that I’m usually too much of a bleeding heart to play the bad 
guy in stories | Know are cheap, fake entertainment. So why the hell 
was it so easy for me to just... ignore all that and fuck shit up? | 
default to good in video games and go out of my way to help fictional 
characters, but when real people are actually exposed to the 
consequences of my actions, | take hostages and rob a fucking 
bank? What the fuck’s up with that? 


“So, when | ask, ‘Who was | last jump?’ I’m asking how | could just 
ignore everything telling me that the things | was doing were wrong. 
Am |... am | really such a selfish, thoughtless person that the 
smallest bit of power makes me discard my scruples like wet tissue, 
or is there something else | can blame? I’m not asking you as a 
therapist, I’m asking you as a telepath. | need to know: how much of 
what happened last jump was me? How much blame do | deserve?” 


How much was on the drawbacks? How much on the personality my 
new past had given me? And how much on myself, and my own 
moral failings? It was a question I'd asked myself more than once, 


after my petty cruelty had been thrown back in my face. No, ‘more 
than once’ was a grave understatement; it was a question that had 
hounded me, and all the ‘mental cleansing’ had done was handle my 
anxiety enough for me to sit down and ask. 


When Diane hadn't answered after a minute, | turned to look at her. 
She was frowning slightly, studying me-a look of concentration, but 
not the sort I’d seen the last few times she’d had to ‘get psychic’. 


“Can | ask you a question first?” she asked. 
“Sure.” 

“What are you going to do with the answer?” 
“What do you mean?” | asked. 


“| mean, if | told you what you wanted to hear-that it was all the 
drawbacks and jump identity-what would that mean to you? If | 
confirmed your worst fears and told you you were in control, and the 
drawbacks and identity were only an excuse to ignore your 
inhibitions, what would you do?” 


| licked my lips nervously. “For the first one... | guess I'd feel 
relieved. Like | can forgive myself. There were mitigating 
circumstances, excuses, whatever. I’m still to blame, at least 
partially, because | chose to have those things, but... maybe not as 
much as | could be? Like, the difference between negligence and 
murder-metaphorically, | mean. Culpability. Foolishness versus evil. 


“For the other... | don’t Know. | guess I’d probably want to have gone 
home after all. | shouldn’t have power if that’s what I’m going to do 
with it.” 


Diane interlaced her fingers and set her hands in her lap. “I think it’s 
interesting that you mentioned forgiveness for the former, and not 
the latter.” 


“Why?” 


“Because in some sense, there’s nothing to forgive for the first, but 
you’re not willing to forgive the second, when you actually need it.” 


“There’s plenty to forgive for the first,” | argued. “I could have not 
taken those drawbacks in the first place. | could have gone in witha 
plan to help, rather than just participate. As for the second, | don’t 
think | deserve forgiveness.” 


“You were only a villain for six months out of the ten year jump, 
though,” she pointed out. “Weren’t you?” 


“So I’m only five percent evil?” 
“That’s not what | was trying to say, but it’s one way to look at it.” 


“It’s not just the villainy,” | said, shaking my head. “It’s the... the 
attitude. The fact that | went villain at all. And... | stood by and let 
Taylor suffer because | didn’t want to be Taylor’s friend. | wanted to 
be Skitter’s friend. That’s the worst sort of selfishness | can imagine.” 


“So you don’t think Taylor would forgive you, even after all this time?” 


| coughed. “She... did, actually. Showed up on the last day to say 
goodbye.” 


Diane raised an eyebrow again. “She forgave you, but you’re still not 
willing to forgive yourself?” 


“... No, | guess not. I’m not sure how much of her ‘forgiveness’ was 
genuine and how much was just ‘burying the hatchet’.” /t would suck 
to leave things the way they were. “You're going to tell me | should, 
though, right?” 


“| would always encourage forgiveness, of yourself and others,” 
Diane said. “More importantly, though, | want you to think about how 
you feel about your actions, and what that says about you.” 


“What does it say, then?” | asked. 
“l’m asking you.” 


“Look, I’m going to tell you the same thing | told Art the day after my 
meltdown: I’m not fond of the Socratic Dialogue. Making me guess 
where you're trying to lead me isn’t going to fool me into thinking it 
was my idea.” 


“| see. | apologize; I'll try to be more direct in the future.” Diane 
straightened as she rested her hands on her knees. “What it says to 
me is that you have a very strong sense of right and wrong. You 
want to believe that it’s not your fault that you did things you think of 
as ‘evil’, but you’re not willing to give yourself even the smallest 
degree of leniency unless you can find an unquestionable 
justification for it. Where most people would jump straight to making 
excuses, you hold yourself accountable.” 


| shook my head. “Does that really mean anything?” | asked. “Sure, | 
can point to something and say ‘that’s bad’, but that doesn’t mean | 
have some moral high ground, especially if I'm the one who did that 
bad thing. | think | mentioned that | spoke to Art about this?” 


“You did.” 


“Right. He found me sulking on a bench near a lake out in the park, 
and we talked about some of this.” | cleared my throat. “I said that | 
always thought of myself as a good person-I mean, everyone does, 
right?-but that having all of this evil shit I'd done thrown back in my 
face... | couldn’t make it fit. If a good person wouldn't do those 
things, then either it wasn’t me who'd done them... or | wasn’t the 
good person I’d thought | was. The dissonance was driving me up 
the wall; one of those things had to give, and | couldn't trust myself 
to tell which it was...” 


She raised an eyebrow. “You really want someone to look into your 
mind-in its entirety, from your idle daydreams to your deepest, 
darkest secrets-and judge your soul?” 


“No,” | said quickly. “That’s way too simplistic, and also terrifying.” | 
cleared my throat nervously. “I know better than to try to sort people 
into strict ‘good’ and ‘evil’ categories-| mean, now that I’ve gotten 
some of my maturity back, | do. I’m not asking ‘am | good or evil?’ 
I’m asking... | think my actions were pretty clearly evil, at least in 
parts, so the question is whether it was me doing those things, or...” 
| trailed off, not sure how to describe the alternative... if there was 
one at all. 


“I’m not sure | see the distinction,” Diane said. “You're still asking, 
‘Am | evil?’-just at a remove.” 


“No, I’m... am I? No, that’s not it. What I’m asking is about 
responsibility, not... ‘moral fiber’. How much of the evil | did was of 
my own doing, and how much on the circumstances?” 


“Then what you’re asking boils down to, ‘Are Cass and Kasey the 
same person?” 


| thought about that for a moment. “I guess it does,” | allowed. “So... 
are they?” 


“Well, yes and no.” Diane waggled a hand back and forth in a so-so 
gesture. “You could look at it as being a more extreme version of the 
question, ‘Was the ‘you’ who joined the ‘chain the same person you 
were ten years before?’ On the one hand, you are you, and most 
people would say that-semantically-you’re clearly one person. 
Continuity of experience, body, and so on. 


“On the other, the way you were acting was informed by a very 
different set of experiences. I’m sure you’re very different than you 
were as a teenager, for many reasons.” 


That was putting it lightly. Forget youthful foolishness; as a teenager, 
I'd been putting quite a bit of energy and effort into insisting to myself 
| was male. 


“And that’s a very important part of the answer,” she concluded. 
“Even if you ignore the fact that you took drawbacks that affected 
your mind, and the fact that going in as a Villain likely gave you an 
identity that was biased towards a certain way of seeing the world, 
you were a teenager.” 


“| had a teenage body,” | protested, uncomfortably reminded of 
Lisa’s take-down of my judgment and character. Age-inappropriate 
bullshit. 


“And a teenage identity, maturity, and self-image,” Diane said. “You 
were very firmly ‘in character’, Cass, and while the character was 
you in many ways, she was also a moody, surly teenager with a chip 
on her shoulder, and should be held to those standards.” 


“Why, though?” | asked. “Why was that so intense? | haven't heard 
of anyone else having a problem like that.” 


“It was your first time dealing with a new identity, and you took 
drawbacks that emphasized your experiences in that identity. Those 
things combined to affect you a lot more than they would have 
individually.” 


“Huh. So, in some way, | should be willing to forgive myself a bit 
there, as well, if they combined to be more than the sum of their 
parts,” | thought out loud. “I mean, | still have to live with the 
consequences, but maybe my judgment wasn’t as bad as it might 
look.” 


“You should be willing to forgive a lot of things,” Diane said. 
“Forgiveness isn’t a magic word that removes fault or erases 
wrongdoing. It just means that you’re not constantly picking at an old 
wound.” 


“So | should still consider those things mistakes, but stop flagellating 
myself for them?” 


She chuckled. “That’s a good start.” 


“It's something to work on, at least,” | said, then sighed. “I’m not sure 
how to feel about what I’ve done other than guilt.” 


“Guilt, regret, and shame are all things healthy, well-adjusted people 
experience when the situation calls for it,” Diane said. “Negative 
emotions aren’t unhealthy in and of themselves, they're unhealthy 
when they cause unnecessary suffering or interfere with decision- 
making or action.” 


“So | should feel guilty?” 


“If it helps. All emotions have a purpose. Anger spurs us to defend 
ourselves and our boundaries. Regret helps prevent us making the 
same mistakes, and fear of regret can push us to take opportunities 
we might otherwise miss. Guilt and shame are correcting influences 
on our actions within our social circles. And forgiveness is saying ‘I 
don’t need to feel these things anymore to do the right thing next 
time.” 


“I... never would have thought of it like that. Thank you, Diane. 
Sincerely.” | chuckled. “This is usually the part of the therapist 
appointment where I'd have to whip out the checkbook, but we’re 
sort of a commune in here, aren’t we?” 


“Of a sort,” Diane agreed, “but if you feel like showing your thanks, | 
will never say no to chocolate.” 


| grinned. “Noted.” 

“You are feeling better, then?” 

“lam, actually. Even though you never answered the question.” 

“| did,” she said. “It just wasn’t a question that had a simple answer.” 
“It doesn't fee/ answered,” | complained. “Still, um, thank you.” 


“Anytime. You’re always welcome back if there’s anything else you 
want to talk about.” 


“| might take you up on that. Scratch that, I’m definitely going to take 
you up on that.” | stood up and shot her another grin. “Til next time, 
then?” 


“Til next time. Have a nice break, Cass.” 


== XS=XS=X=-- 


Chapter 52: Deconstructive Criticism 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 52: Deconstructive Criticism 


There was one more ‘social appointment’ | needed to do that I’d 
already put off far too long. (It was amazing how much of my 
procrastination the ‘mental clean-up’ had taken care of. That was 
anxiety for you, | guess.) 


“Dragon?” | asked as | headed out of the Greenhouse. 

“Yes, Cass?” she answered promptly. 

“Do you know where Max is?” 

“Max Is currently meditating in the Gardens.” 

“Which is different from the Greenhouse.” 

“Yes. Are you not familiar with the Warehouse?” 

“Less than | thought, apparently.” | thought I’d explored most of the 
Warehouse my first month here, but | kept finding places I’d 
managed to overlook. The smart bet was that the space-warping 
nature of the place made the Warehouse seem smaller than it really 
was, so I'd stopped exploring before | actually found everything. 
“Could you tell me where it is?” 


“Certainly...” 


---X==X==X--- 


The Gardens were oddly named; it was a wild, grassy space about 
twice the size of a baseball field, but lacking other significant plant 
life like hedges or shrubbery. Rather than the false expansiveness of 
the greenhouse, the room was walled off by rocky outcroppings on 
all sides, into which the door fit rather incongruously. Ancient, 
weathered standing stones dotted the slightly uneven field in place of 
trees-or at least that’s how it looked to me-and at the center of the 
space stood a ring of nine larger, less-crooked monoliths. They led 
my eyes up to the sky overhead, which was blue and cloudless and 
vast in all the ways the false ceiling of the Warehouse’s main space 
wasn't... and all the more otherworldly for it due to the gas giant 
dominating the view. 


Max was easy to spot; he was meditating in the lotus position about 
three feet above one of the central monoliths. Three other people, 
two men and a woman, were doing the same, spaced unevenly 
across the nine menhirs, all dressed in robes. Bands of floating 
pebbles wove among the group like ribbons; it wasn’t clear if they 
were earthbending, meditating on the Force, or doing some sort of 
psychic exercise, but it was definitely something to behold. 


| stopped next to one of the irregular, crooked stones about thirty feet 
away from the circle and stood there awkwardly, not wanting to 
interrupt but unwilling to walk away. Max must have sensed my 
presence, because | hadn’t been standing there for more than a few 
seconds before he descended to a standing position on the three- 
meter-tall stone. He immediately dropped off it to approach me 
through the knee-high grass, robes swishing. 


| met him halfway. “Sorry to interrupt,” | said the moment he reached 
easy conversation distance, keeping my voice low so as not to 
disrupt the others. 


Max dismissed the apology with a wave of his hand. “It’s not a 
problem. | can meditate any time.” He kept walking, and | followed 
him back towards the entrance. “How can | help you?” 


“Right. Uh... | wanted to talk about last jump.” | took a deep breath 
as | organized my thoughts. “Now, I’m not blaming you for my 
actions,” | began, “but | still don’t understand why you didn’t 
intervene with my... ‘plan’.” 


“Why would |?” 


“Because | was doing terrible things, maybe?” | asked bitterly. 
“Again, I’m not blaming you, but... | don’t get why no one stopped 
and talked some sense into me.” 


“SO you wanted someone to tell you not to do what you wanted?” 
Max asked curiously. 


“Yes!” | snapped, throwing up my hands. “I wish someone had! They 
could have, | don’t know, pointed out where my ‘enthusiasm’ was 
leading me, or talked me out of piling on a bunch of totally 
unnecessary drawbacks, or reminded me that choosing ‘Villain’ was 
going to affect my new life’s personality. Anything that would have 
gotten me to stop and think, ‘Hey, maybe this isn’t such a good idea.’ 


“But instead, | went in and... | used people. | was manipulative, 
callous, and generally horrible to people who thought | was their 
friend, and | don’t understand why no one stopped me. | let bad 
things happen for my own amusement! The bank, the Empire, 
Taylor’s trigger... didn’t anyone stop and think, ‘Hey, maybe 
someone needs to smack Kasey until she stops being a shit’?” 


“Cass,” he said patiently, “if | had an issue with letting Taylor trigger, | 
would have just taken the option that retconned her mother back in 
and solved the whole problem that way.” 


That brought me up short. “Why didn’t you?” | asked, horror creeping 
up my spine. “What the fuck. Not saving her with a single checked 
box... we might as well have killed her ourselves.” 


“If you assume the option changes the world, maybe, but not if it 
merely determines whether we jump into a world where the crash 


happened or not.” 
“Is that how it works?” | asked. “Do you know that’s how it works?” 


“| can't verify it,” he admitted, “but | did ask. Management’s 
explanation wasn’t exactly clear, but I’m pretty sure that’s what they 
were trying to explain. The canon story of Worm still exists, and 
they’ve made it clear that I’m not the only jumper out there, so there 
has to be some sort of alternate-universe-divergence shenanigans 
going on or the entire premise falls apart.” 


Pretty sure wasn’t very reassuring. “Even assuming that’s true, 
though, why not take the option? We were already assuming that 
we'd disrupt the Khepri solution beyond repair, so there was literally 
zero utility to leaving things as they were in canon.” 


“You wanted to go in with the Undersiders, which | assumed included 
Taylor, which meant you wanted the default canon starting 
conditions,” Max explained. “That is what you wanted, right?” 


“Yes, it was,” | yelled, “and | was wrong to want it! Why didn’t anyone 
call me out on that?” 


“You didn’t ask for advice or critique, so | didn’t offer it.” 


“That’s it? | didn’t ask?” | was utterly flabbergasted. “I didn’t ask 
because | didn’t even know how much | didn’t know! Maybe you 
should have some sort of on-boarding procedure when you go 
around handing out godlike powers to random people!” 


“|... do?” he said uncertainly. “I sat down with you for your first jump, 
just like | do with everyone.” 


“That jump didn’t count!” 
“Why not?” 


“Because wandering around for a few months punching rapists in the 
face doesn’t present a whole lot of moral quandaries!” 


| carried on for a few steps before | realized Max wasn't following; 
he’d stopped walking to face me directly. “I understand the problem,” 
he said. “What you wanted went against what you believe is right.” 


“Isn't that what | said?” 


“It is. What I’m saying is that | helped you get what you wanted then, 
and you’re unhappy because now you want to have done other 
things.” 


“Yes. That’s what | said!” 


“But that’s the answer,” Max explained. “You wanted something from 
the Jump, and | let you have it.” 


| opened my mouth to respond, but he held up a hand to forestall 
interruption. “Yes, | could have looked closer-read your mind and 
seen the conflict between your wants and your morals, or looked into 
the future and seen how much you regret things now, or any number 
of things-but all of those options would violate your privacy. So | took 
what you said and did at face value and left you to it, just like | do 
with everyone else. 


“The truth is, Cass, | don’t think anything you did last jump even 
comes close to crossing the sort of line that would require me to step 
in. As far as I’m concerned, the issue isn’t with what you did, it’s with 
how you feel about it. | am sorry about how this has been for you-| 
wish I’d stepped in and offered some perspective so you wouldn't 
have those regrets-but you seemed eager and happy. | didn’t see 
any reason to put you under the microscope, so | didn’t see the 
problem coming.” 


“So you don’t see any issues with how | was behaving last jump?” | 
asked. “How | set up last jump? My decision making? That’s all good 
to you?” 


Max shrugged. “I would have chosen differently, but in general, 
nothing you did offended me enough to think, ‘I need to stop this.’ 


We're a pretty diverse bunch, here, and that applies to ethics, as 
well. | don’t let companions get away with murder, metaphorically 
speaking, but | mostly let them do what they want, even if it doesn’t 
quite line up with my own morals.” 


“So you just abdicate any sort of responsibility for us? For what we 
do with the power you gave us?” 


He shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. | acknowledge that | 
have some responsibility for what you guys do. But I’m also not 
holding you guys to the standards of saints. Look, the thing is that | 
don’t need to police people here-” Max cut himself off. “Except 
Maeve,” he amended. “But for the rest of you, just by virtue of who | 
invite, | trust that you guys can handle yourselves, morally and 
otherwise. So far, | haven't had anyone do anything that made me 
feel like I’d done something horrible by bringing them along.” 


“Still,” | said, “I could have used some more guidance, last jump.” 


“| see that now,” Max said. “Il should have volunteered more help, but 
| didn’t think you needed it. You did fine on your first jump, and 
you're the only one thus far who’d heard of a Jumpchain before | 
brought you on, so | figured you had everything under control.” 


| stopped to think about that for a moment. “I think that might have 
made it worse, actually,” | mused. “Being familiar with the concept, | 
mean. | was used to thinking of it as a purely hypothetical, self- 
indulgent exercise. No stakes, no consequences; characters, not 
real people. So when faced with a world and characters-people-| 
was invested in as a fan, | defaulted back to that sort of thinking and 
made a gigantic clusterfuck of things.” 


“You didn’t do that badly, Cass. Remember: for all the mistakes you 
may have made in Brockton Bay, you did a lot of good there, too. If 
you’re worried that things might have been better without you, | can 
assure you; they wouldn't. It’s not that kind of world.” 


“What do you mean, ‘that kind of world’?” 


“The grim-dark kind,” he said with a frown. “I can’t speak for 
everyone, but for me, personally: | don’t like the book, or the author’s 
works in general. It’s all misery porn; universes optimized for human 
suffering and hardship. | just can’t care about anyone in that kind of 
world, and given the lack of interest most people showed in the 
canon cast, | don’t think I’m alone there. I'd even say | hate those 
kinds of stories.” 


He paused for a moment and averted his eyes, looking up at the 
planet dominating the skybox. “Truth is, that’s the reason | take the 
sort of heavy-handed route | did last jump. I’m not normally the sort 
of person who sets out to ‘solve’ an entire setting. Usually, | play ita 
lot like you did last jump, lying low and experiencing the world at the 
ground level, helping out where | can and getting to Know interesting 
people. If there’s no world-ending threat, I’m going to leave the 
world’s problems to the people who live in it. 


“That’s not to say | sit back and let things go wrong, of course, but | 
tend to restrict myself to things | can fix as an individual. | try to 
prevent tragedies as much as | can, and sometimes the right man in 
the right place can have a truly huge impact on the course of 
history... but | generally operate as nothing more than that ‘right 
man’. | guess the twentieth-century analogy would be volunteering at 
a soup kitchen versus running for office on a platform of social 
welfare. | try to do good, but I’m not out to make waves or tell people 
how to live, govern, or anything like that. Setting out to force a world 
into something | consider ‘good’ makes me feel like an alien invader, 
even if the status quo sucks. 


“And then there are the crapsack worlds.” He paused, either to 
collect his thoughts or just for emphasis. “When | get to a world like 
Bet, somewhere that’s just unrepentantly awful, | go hard on 
dragging it kicking and screaming into a better state.” Max sighed 
and shrugged as he turned back to me. “If I’m honest,” he admitted, 
“dragging places like that out of the mud is motivated more out of 
disrespect to the setting than any sort of messianic desire to uplift 
the weak and downtrodden.” 


“So when you say you don’t have a problem with what | was doing 
last jump, you really mean it,” | said. “That’s normal for you.” 


“Maybe not ‘normal’, but not so far off that | can’t see myself in your 
actions. I’m an adventurer, not a messiah. It’s just that when! see a 
setting that seems to actively hate its people, | want to break it.” 


“So you do.” 


“| try.” Max paused, then turned back to look towards the center of 
the Gardens. “I don’t like the responsibility that comes with doing 
something like that, but | guess sometimes | hate the status quo 
more. | come here to mediate. To recenter myself after all the 
sacrifices and ‘lesser evils’. Worm’s multiverse was a particularly bad 
case; | had to make a lot of compromises-with myself, | mean. Some 
of the powers | needed were things | always tell myself | won’t use 
again.” 


But you slotted them anyway, | thought. That was unfair; he’d slotted 
them because he’d made the decision to compromise at the 
beginning of the Jump, or at least the decision to leave those options 
open, and maybe it was better than the alternative. | wasn’t sure | 
wanted to know what sort of choices he’d had to make. 


“Have you been in here all week?” | asked instead. 
He laughed. “No, no. A few hours a day, that’s all.” 
“Ah.” 

“Yeah.” 


The silence grew awkward, so it was my turn to look up at the planet 
on the horizon. The conversation hadn't helped; if anything, it made 
me even more unsure. My impression of Max last jump was very 
different from how he described himself when he wasn’t out to break 
a setting. | hadn’t expected him to be a paragon of virtue, 
necessarily, but it was still difficult to reconcile his attitude with my 


feelings on power and responsibility, especially after the beating 
those feelings had taken over the last decade... but should | really 
have been surprised, after the conversation we’d had all those years 
ago? 


Homura and Maeve had said something similar, during the early 
months of Worm. We didn’t set out to right every wrong. Even all of 
us combined couldn't fix everything, and trying would drive us crazy. 
There had to be a line somewhere, though, and | didn’t know where 
it was. 


“You okay, Cass?” Max asked. 

“Yeah. I’m just thinking about responsibility.” 
“Theodicy again?” 

“Yeah.” 


“It's a tough question,” he said. “The way | see it, we can't fix 
everything without breaking even more, so we have to accept that 
bad things will happen and people will suffer. The question then is 
when do we intervene? What do we fix?” 


| nodded along, his words mirroring my thoughts. 


“That’s a question that | think we all have our own answers to. You 
may not know what yours is yet, but | think your experience in Worm 
has shown you what it isn’t.” 


“Yeah,” | agreed. “I need to right the wrongs in front of me, and | 
need to help the people | consider friends-or want as friends.” Those 
two simple rules could have turned my entire misadventure on its 
head. “I don’t know if there’s more, but | know that much.” 


“Then start with that, and go from there. No offense intended, but 
you’re not at the power level where you really have to worry about 
the ‘big questions’ yet.” 


| felt a twinge at the premise that | would be there, one day. “What’s 
your answer, if you don’t mind me asking? For the ‘big questions’?” 


“Well, to start with, | agree on both your points,” Max said. “No 
matter how much responsibility | may have for the wider world, I'd be 
wrong to ignore the problems in front of me. As for the world... keep 
in mind that this is my answer, and not the answer, but | largely leave 
a world’s issues-as opposed to crises-to the people who live there. 
The problems society creates are its own, and an outsider like 
myself shouldn’t mess with anything but the most egregious issues. | 
have the power to impose my views and morals on entire worlds, but 
when | think about how I'd feel if Someone came into my world and 
imposed their ethics, | Know that | don’t have the right to do it.” 


“What about the responsibility to do it? ‘With great power’ and all 
that?” 


He shook his head. “That’s not how it works. With great power 
comes the responsibility to use that power well. | don’t believe that 
having power traps me in a moral obligation to use as much of it as 
possible. | reject that burden.” 


“Not even to prevent horrible injustices and suffering?” 


“| do,” he said. “If it's bad enough, | do step in, but every time | do, | 
have to accept the responsibility for every consequence of my 
intervention. If | take over a city, | have to own every decision that 
follows, and it only gets worse as the problems gets larger. I’m not 
here to rule; | don’t want the job, and | don’t buy the argument that 
having the power to take the job means I’m morally obligated to do it 
just because I’d be better than whoever’s in charge at the moment.” 


“You have to accept the responsibility for every consequence of not 
intervening, too. Everything the current government does is 
something you could stop.” 


“Is this about how | left your world back in 2019°” 


“No!” But | had thought that Bet was a nicer world than mine, hadn't 
I? “Well... maybe.” 


“So you'd rather | have set up some sort of perfect benevolent 
dictatorship?” 


“No, of course not! That’s a false dichotomy; it’s not ‘do nothing’ or 
‘conquer the world’. How about helping out with reform; you know, 
set things up so authoritarians, fascists, and ancaps don't have free 
run of the place?” 


Max sighed. “I get why you'd feel that way, | really do, but think about 
it from an objective standpoint. | could have effected any regime 
change | wanted in Russia, or China, or America... but I'd be doing it 
as an invader. What about the significant portion of those countries 
who support the current regime, rightly or wrongly? I’m not the judge, 
jury, or executioner of civilian governments.” 


“Unless they’re not human,” | shot back. 
“That’s different.” 
“How?” 


“Because | trust that human culture abhors atrocities-at least in the 
abstract-enough that they can bear the responsibility for their 
issues.” 


“That's just making yourself into even more of an invader,” | argued. 
“You're not just imposing personal morals, but species-centric 
morals. How is that better?” 


“Because everywhere we go is based off of human morals. The 
species in Mass Effect are judged by human standards because the 
game was written by humans.” 


“No, the species are judged by human standards because you are a 
human. As long as we’re in a setting, we have to treat it and 


everything in it as real. Falling back to ‘it was written that way’ can 
excuse anything. Besides, for all we know, there’s nothing stopping 
Management from dropping us into Batarian fiction instead!” 


“Even if that were true... okay, fine, my beliefs aren't logically 
consistent under all circumstances, and | bet yours aren't, either!” 


| stiffened, so he quickly continued, “Which is how it should be. 
Setting out to hold a logically consistent position for its own sake is a 
great way to end up somewhere monstrous.” Max folded his arms 
authoritatively. “| can own a bit of hypocrisy when it comes to how | 
deal with near-real-life settings; | already admitted that | feel worse 
about running roughshod over Earths like my own time, remember?” 


“Which is why you were ‘soft-balling’ Worm?” | still disagreed with 
the idea that it was better to leave society to its own mistakes, but 
there was no point continuing the argument. We'd had a similar 
discussion a decade ago; my perspective might have changed, but 
my views and arguments-and Max’s views and arguments-remained 
the same. 


| let the mention of ‘real-life’ go unmentioned rather than stray further 
off-topic. 


“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Even when I’m ready to tear down a place, | 
still prefer to operate at a personal level. There are times | go out of 
my way to solve problems rather than just dealing with what's in front 
of me, even when it’s not ‘egregious’, and that’s generally because 
I’m looking for a fulcrum. A tipping point, an opportunity to make a 
change that affects the entire world without turning it on its head. 


“For example: sometimes, a single kind word to someone in need 
can be the difference between that person becoming a hero ora 
monster. It’s a staple of fiction, isn’t it, villains coming from tragedy? 
Evil begets evil and suffering begets suffering. Break the cycle, and 
you can do more good than an entire army-numerically speaking, | 
mean-and if someone will only ever do evil, | can stop that at the 


source, before they cause more damage. Before they cause any 
damage, if I’m lucky.” 


Bakuda, | thought. She’d died by Homura’s hand, but the same 
principle applied. 


“That's what | mean by a fulcrum,” Max continued. “Somewhere | 

can alter history with a feather touch, without enforcing my will on the 
greater ‘collective’ of people. The best case is that no one will ever 
know the disaster I’ve prevented, or that | needed to intervene at all.” 


“| see,” | said. | might not agree with his point of view, but | could at 
least understand it. “I'll have to Keep working on my ‘answer’, but it’s 
a start. Thank you.” 


We said our goodbyes. 
ace XS=KSSXK ees 


| took Zero’s suggestion and called Management from my hotel room 
after dinner that evening. 


“You’re in a good mood today,” | observed. 


“Yup. You have a reason for calling, right? Because this is a hotline 
for help, not small talk.” 


“Yeah, fine, excuse me for wasting your valuable time. I’ve got two 
things. First: if you can stretch and compress time willy-nilly, how 
come my stay in Generic RPG was one year instead of ten?” 


“You were boring,” Management said simply. 
“| was... boring? Seriously?” 


“Yeah. Hell, even the first part wasn’t that interesting, but at least it 
was funny. The epilogue, though? Boring. No point having you 


spend nine more years doing nothing.” 
“Wow. Thanks.” 
“You asked. What’s the other thing?” 


“Oh, right. Can | slot my parahuman power now, rather than waiting 
for the next Jump?” 


“Sure, but | don’t see why you’d want to bother.” 
“| want to have it now, you know, just... around the Warehouse.” 


“What do you mean? You keep your current set until... you...” 
Management trailed off. “What did you do!?” they yelled, causing me 
to nearly drop the handset. “Hold on... oh, for the love of... | swear 
to god | cannot trust you people with anything!” 


“What? What's wrong?” 


"You fucking broke it, that’s what! | seriously didn’t even know that 
was possible! You fed your power through another shard and then 
lobotomized it? Why?” 


“It... wasn’t my idea?” | said uncertainly. “Will | have it by the next 
jump?” 


“No.” 
“Then-” 


“When | get around to it!” they snapped. “Ugh, I’ll have to redo it from 
scratch... What a pain in my ass...” Their voice faded as though they 
were wandering away from the microphone before suddenly 
returning at full volume, “Oh, and | haven’t forgotten about you and 
Maeve’s little stunt, either! You’re both grounded next jump! No 
import, no sidejumps, no leaving at all-call it Warehouse arrest. 
You've lost your ‘outside’ privileges for that mess!” 


| winced. “Sorry about that.” 
“Are you really?” 


“| mean... | don’t regret asking her to kill Leviathan, because he 
needed to die, but | didn’t think she’d do something to make you that 


angry.” 
“Huh.” 
“Huh?” | repeated. 


“That’s the first time one of you has sincerely and unironically 
apologized to me in a long time,” Management said. “Right, you 
know what? We’re cool. Forget the grounded thing. Just consider the 
whole not-having-your-parahuman-power deal your punishment. | 
will fix it eventually, but you'll just have to make do until then. Fair?” 


“Sure.” | was surprised to be getting out of punishment so easily, but 
| wasn’t going to question it. 


“Great. Were those the only two things you needed answered?” 


“Ye-no, actually, there is one more thing. You know the mental clean- 
up?” 


“Yeah?” 
“Why didn’t it fix any of my... hang-ups around sexuality?” 


“Because that’s a minefield,” Management said. “I’m not one of you, 
so | don't really ‘get’ the whole thing, but | Know enough about the 
way you think to know you're a right touchy bunch about procreative 
activities. Doing anything that could be construed as violating your 
ability to give ‘consent’-” the air-quotes were audible, “-is one of the 
few things that would drive you lot into active rebellion-and like | 
said, | don’t ‘get it’ enough to Know what’s okay-so | just avoid the 
whole issue. There are therapists running around in there with you if 
you need them.” 


“How the hell does that jive with shoving people into a harem jump 
against their will, or sticking me in a dodge-the-rapist gauntlet?” 


“A, because it’s not permanent. Two, because | messed with 
people’s attraction, not their inhibitions-not that many of you have 
any inhibitions left by this point anyway. Third, most of the monsters 
in Monster Girl Quest are androsexual, so you’d have simply died if 
you lost a fight unless you were particularly unlucky.” 


“Thanks,” | grumbled, not feeling particularly thankful. 


“| care. Besides, it wasn’t a... hmm...” Management paused. “I'll 
admit that you could make a case for it being a gauntlet if you’re 
willing to be a bit flexible with the definition, or define the Drawback 
as being worth all the points-” 


“| didn’t mean a gauntlet in the ‘Jumpchain’ sense!” 


“Then you should have used a synonym,” they said smugly. 
“Anything else?” 


| sighed. “No, that’s it. I'll let you get back to... whatever it is you do.” 
“Hard work, is what. Bye!” 


Click. 


I'd missed the first three sessions of this month’s adventure in the 
Warhouse LARP group-a political-intrigue-focused campaign ina 
homebrew Space Feudalism setting-but | was able to slip in anyway. 


The game had very few combat encounters, but that was because 
assassinations rarely let the target fight back; PCs dropped like flies 
when the knives came out. The first character | rolled up was a burly 
ex-drop-trooper bodyguard for one of the established characters... 
who was stabbed to death the session he debuted. It was that kind 
of campaign-the kind where you don’t bother making a character 


sheet until the character’s survived their first appearance. ‘Character 
progression’ was done by family line for just that reason. 


And hey, Horacio ‘Ironhide’ Sturgehoff protected his charge, and his 
sacrifice was rewarded by making his daughter a baroness, dooming 
his bloodline to generations of scheming, backstabbing, and 
suffering, SO... Success? 


The LARP sessions were in the evenings-a courtly dinner was part 
of the fun-so by the time we wrapped up, it was almost bedtime. | 
wasn’t used to changing into and out of the costumes we were using 
and thus lagged behind in the dressing room after everyone else had 
left, which is how Kara caught me. 


“You know Duke Orrester is just going to die next session anyway, 
right?” she asked, taking up a slouching position against the 
doorway. 


“Yeah, but... my character wouldn't think like that.” | glanced at her 
for a moment-she’d been wearing workout clothes under her 
costume, which showed off her muscles very well-then averted my 
eyes and went back to focusing on the various straps and clasps on 
the large, bulky robes that were the setting’s ‘space fashion’. Be 
cool, Cass! “Plus, uh, this gives me a good way to enter the ‘real 
game’, you know? Like, bringing in a newly minted noble family. And 
I'll be playing a poor girl who’s, uh, just as hopelessly lost in all the 
intrigue as | am. So it all works, right?” 


Social Anxiety: Cured. Social Awkwardness: Fully Intact. Goddamn 
it. 


“Well, hope you have a large family,” Kara snarked, “cause you’re 
going to die a lot until you learn.” 


“Would | even be a target?” 


“Seriously? Wow, your next character is fracked already.” 


| scowled at the clasp | was currently working on. “You really think 
Hoss would kill me off immediately?” 


“Hoss would... Cass, you know this is a fracking PvP game, right? 
Hoss is running the nobles who don’t matter. Bet my next life those 
were Sirius’s assassins that got you.” 


That brought me up short. “Seriously?” 
“How the hell did you miss that?” 


“| don’t know!” | whined. “I didn’t see anyone passing notes or 
anything...” 


She smothered a laugh with her fist. “Gods, you’re so bad at this it’s 
adorable.” 


“It’s my first fucking game!” Fuck, this was embarrassing. I'd rolled 
up an ‘entourage’ member specifically so I'd have a session to just 
observe the flow of play, and I’d managed to miss the game 
happening. Was everyone using sleight-of-hand perks or something? 
Wait, of course, people came and went all the time during the ball 
‘encounter’ after dinner. The ‘live action’ part of LARPING was really 
coming into play this ‘season’, especially given that someone had set 
up a whole cardboard-model palace wing for us to wander. Plenty of 
space for whispered conversations and conspiracy. 


The last cloth tie came free, which let me finally pull the now-loose 
robe over my head and toss it in the corner with the others. Kara 
wasn't done with me yet, though, and pulled me into what could 
charitably be described as a ‘playful headlock’ as | tried to slip past 
her out the door. 


“What's the deal, Cass?” she asked. 


“Hey!” | yelped. “Let me go! What’s your deal?” 


“| know you’re fracking awkward, but you’re not this bad with anyone 
else.” She ruffled my hair with her free hand. “Is it the cat thing?” 


“It is not the ‘cat thing’!” Try as | might, no amount of squirming, 
tugging, or thrashing got me even an inch closer to freedom. 
Goddamn it she was crushing my face into her boob. 


“Just a fan, then?” she asked. “I guess you must be if you thought 
‘Starbuck’ was a good name for a cat.” 


“| didn’t name her!” 


“She’s your cat!” Kara said. “Come on, spill. Hero worship? Envy? 
Crush?” 


My struggling abruptly stopped. 
“Oh for frack’s sake, really?” 


“Look, | saw the show when | was fourteen, okay?” | whined. “It was 
a stupid teenage celebrity crush.” 


“Yeah, but... me?” Kara asked. “Godsdamn, Cass, you have 
seriously questionable taste in women.” 


“Evidently,” | growled through gritted teeth as | resumed prying at the 
arm around my neck-to absolutely no avail. “Getting to Know you is 
certainly doing wonders to put that crush to rest, at least!” 


“Oooh, kitty has claws.” 

“Shove it!” 

After a few moments of equally futile struggling, Kara got bored of 
manhandling me and let me go. My sudden freedom sent me 


stumbling forward a few steps before | caught my balance. 


“I’m not normally one to throw stones when it comes to romantic 
shit,” she said, “but you have to be the sub-iest sub who ever lived. 


You had a teenage crush on me, and now you’re running around 
with Zero and Maeve-” 


“I’m not dating Z-why the fuck is Maeve in this conversation?” 

“She likes you.” 

| sincerely hoped not. “What exactly did she say?” 

“She complained that you, | quote, ‘knew how to bargain,’ which 
coming from her is probably the nicest thing she’s said about anyone 


ever.” 


“Great,” | mumbled. “I’m going to be looking over my shoulder for 
weeks.” 


“That’s the spirit!” 


| hesitated for a moment, then risked one last word. “Are we 
friends?” 


“Not really.” 


“Then could you maybe turn the teasing and roughhousing down a 
notch?” 


Kara put one hand on her chin, posing in deep thought. 


“Nah,” she said. 


“... and she just says, ‘nah.’ | don’t want to be ‘that girl’, but if she 
does that again I’m going to have to get someone else involved.” 


The next day-one week to the day after the start of the break- 
Homura joined me in the Palace restaurant for lunch. After a bit of 
light conversation, I’d taken the opportunity to get some of my 
frustration with last evening out of my system. 


“lll talk to her,” Homura said. 


“You don’t need to do that!” | said quickly. “| mean, not yet? Maybe 
she was joking, and she will back off. And if she doesn't... | don’t 
know. Maybe it would be more appropriate for me to go to Hoss, 
since he’s running the game.” 


“If you’re sure.” 


“I’m sure. Like | said, | don’t want to be the girl who immediately 
escalates every problem to management-I mean in the general 
sense, not, you know, Management-but | asked her to back off, and 
if she doesn't...” | shrugged and took a sip of water. “I tried to solve 
an interpersonal problem as reasonably as | could, and if that 
doesn’t work, I'll do what | have to to get it solved another way. | 
don’t want to quit the game because one person won't respect my 
boundaries. 


“| know | might be misinterpreting her teasing-! didn’t realize Zero 
was being friendly when she was mocking me over my first-jump 
misadventure-but | asked Kara if we were friends and she said no, 
and manhandling me like that felt more like bullying than anything 
else.” 


“That’s unacceptable,” she declared. “When’s the next session?” 


“They’re every other day, so: tomorrow. Got my family tree lined up 
this morning.” It ‘turned out’ that Horacio had a whole slew of 
ablative kids, just in case. Schrodinger’s backstory in action. 


“If she does that again, tell me,” Homura said. “I'll make sure it’s 
handled.” 


“Thanks.” 


Silence descended as | returned to my burrito and Homura nibbled 
at her bento box. It didn’t take long before | started feeling a little 
self-conscious about dominating the conversation thus far. 


“How do you spend the breaks?” | asked. 
“Training.” 

“Training what?” 

“Everything.” 

| waited for her to elaborate. She didn’t. 


Maybe I’d dominated the conversation because Homura didn’t like 
talking. 


My knee-jerk reaction was to press the point of What do you do for 
fun?, but | had a feeling | already knew the answer. She wasn't a 
social person, of course, and | wouldn't be surprised if she didn’t 
allow herself a life outside of her mission. If she did have any 
hobbies, she’d keep them close to her chest; maybe for privacy, 
maybe to make sure no one tried to bond with her over them. 


“What are your favorite ways to train?” | asked instead. 


“Simulations are the most effective.” Which wasn’t the same as 
‘favorite’ at all. “Of course, drills are important as well, as is 
Sparring.” 


“| got a taste of that,” | said, recalling the month she’d spent throwing 
me to the mat during the last break. “You were a good teacher.” 


“That's kind of you to say, but | don’t have the perks or skills to be a 
proper teacher. | was a practice partner, rather than a trainer.” 


| conceded the point. “Well, you were a good practice partner, then. 
Who do you normally spar with?” 


“Rita, mostly. | think out of everyone here, she’s the closest | have to 
a friend.” Homura rested her chin on one hand as she stared off into 
space. “We have a shared experience, her and |. | was never willing 
to get close, but the fact that we both had to deal with living the 


same days, again and again... it would have been hard not to 
connect over something like that.” 


“She... looped?” | asked. “Who js she, anyway?” 
“Rita Vrataski, from-” 


“All You Need Is kill,” | finished with her. “Damn, | can’t believe | 
didn’t figure that out myself. That power armor suit she had for 
Leviathan, was that her original... what did they call them?” 


“Jackets’, and yes. Heavily modified and upgraded, but yes.” 
“And the weird gemstones?” 

“Virtue gems, from-” 

“Path of Exile!” | said excitedly. 

“Yes. Her axe is from there, as well.” 


“Hmm, let me guess...” It had been a long time since I’d played even 
before I'd joined, but there weren’t that many unique two-handed 
axes with double blades-or at least there hadn’t been. Well, if / hada 
chance to grab an axe from Wraeclast, I'd get the axe... assuming 
power creep hadn’t pushed it off its throne, at least. “Atziri’s 
Disfavor?” | guessed. 


“That’s the one. Sized up a bit to fit the Jacket, among other 
upgrades. Path was her first jump, so it had the single biggest 
‘impact’ on her and her gear.” 


That made sense. “Did you partner up for that?” 


“We did. I'd approached her over the break, to talk about... ‘looping’, 
| guess you’d call it.” Homura smiled slightly as she reminisced. 
“Neither of us were quick to open up, but spending time with her was 
comfortable in a way | hadn't felt before. She understood.” 


“It’s nice that you have someone to share that sort of... thing with,” | 
said. | couldn't help but wonder if I’d ever be able to connect with her 
that well. Rita was only close to a friend, and | wasn’t sure | could 
even get that far. 


That wasn’t going to stop me from trying, though. 
“It is,” she agreed. “You played the game, | take it?” 


“| did-I’d even say | was a fan-but | don’t think I’m sorry | missed the 
jump.” 


“| think you would have had fun, actually. Rita certainly did.” 
“Then maybe it’s a good thing | missed it.” 
Homura cocked her head. “What do you mean?” 


“After the way last jump went, I’m feeling pretty wary of heading into 
worlds | ‘like’, especially violent ones.” | explained. “I don’t want to 
make mistakes like that again.” 


“That doesn’t mean that you should avoid having fun. This is the 
adventure you dreamed of, Cass. You should enjoy it as much as 
you can.” 


“How many people would | have killed ‘enjoying’ myself in 
Wraeclast?” 


“You wouldn't have been forced to fight people,” she said. “If you 
decided to go ‘adventuring’, the Atlas is full to bursting with worlds 
overrun by beasts and undead, the Mines are crammed with 
monsters and extend effectively forever, Breaches vomit hordes of 
gibbering horrors, the things that crawl out of the Abyss are just as 
bad, and the Syndicate are guilt-free kills because they just get back 
up to insult you again the next day no matter how many times you 
stab them.” 


| didn’t recognize more than half of those features, but that was more 
or less how I'd spent the ‘epilogue’ of my Generic Fantasy RPG 
Adventure: hunting demons, undead, and other ‘guilt-free kills’. 


“And you wouldn’t have to fight at all if you didn’t want to,” Homura 
continued. “You could have spent the jump working a trade skill 
somewhere slightly behind the expedition, making high quality 
weapons or armor or flasks or whatever suited your fancy.” 


“| guess so,” | said. Then, because she’d warmed up to the 
conversation and the topic had been raised, | asked, “What do you 
do for fun?” 


Homura surprised me by answering the question. “I paint.” 


So she did have a hobby! “Cool,” | said sincerely. “What do you 
paint?” 


“Mostly... abstract things, | suppose you'd call them. Colors, shapes, 
gradients... capturing emotions, rather than images. | prefer acrylics, 
though oil paints aren’t bad.” 

“You ever show anyone your art?” 

“No,” she said in a tone that left no room for discussion. 


“Oh.” 


After a moment of awkward silence, Homura realized she’d killed 
that conversation and volunteered, “I also enjoy classical music...” 
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Chapter 53: Lock Out Time Out 


| resumed my magic training with Jenn in the mornings. She tried to 
get Sirius to show me a few tricks, but he wasn’t exactly teacher 
material, for all that he had a few centuries of experience on her. As 
it turned out, Jenn had been a companion for almost as long as Erin, 
Ace, and Homura-Max’s first three-but had imported less than a 
dozen times across nearly sixty jumps. A lot of people who'd joined 
later were hundreds of years older than she was, subjectively. 


She was still more than a hundred years older than | was, but she’d 
never matured past twelve, which seemed to be a conscious 
decision on her part. | wasn’t sure exactly how that worked, and 
probing her about it didn’t clear things up at all. 


Homura and | continued eating lunch together. | think she was trying 
to open up to me a little, in her own way, and | did my best to 
encourage her without rushing her. Our conversations stayed light, 
avoiding serious topics, but it was... comfortable. 


Eliza Sturgehoff survived the next week. It was a lot easier to see the 
politicking when people had reasons to involve me in it, though | 
wasn’t able to do much. It was a bit like being the weakest player on 
Survivor, where your power was mostly in deciding whether to tell 
one power bloc of the other’s recruitment pitch. That, combined with 
being a low-priority target, was enough to keep me alive, and the 
maneuvering was a real thrill. Best of all, Kara didn’t hassle me 
again. 


The evenings | didn’t have a LARP session were spent wargaming 
with Bob and Karl. | was getting a little better at it, but against Karl, it 
didn’t show. Dinah wandered by a couple days later and declared 
that Bob and | had a zero point zero two percent chance of victory in 
a game that was still on its first turn before wandering off again; Bob 
promptly stormed off in a huff, leaving me to quickly lose the battle 
on my own. That girl really Knew how to take the fun out of things. 


She was also shockingly bad at poker. 


The time | got to myself over the break that wasn’t devoted to 
working through the Library’s collection of every novel and video 
game in existence-sometimes in coop with Zero for the latter-] spent 
writing letters ‘home’. | couldn’t send them, obviously, but after ten 
years in Worm | think | needed some sort of connection back to... 
well, I'd call it reality, but even that was another television show, 
wasn’t it? 


Fucking quad-copters. 


| decided to spare myself further semantic and existential quandaries 
and just call it reality. 


| wrote letters to friends... 


Rachel, 
I’m trapped in bad fanfiction. SEND HELP! 


I’m serious! I’m trapped in a crazy self-insert power fantasy and it’s 
not even my power fantasy! | mean, it’s a little bit my fantasy... it’s a 
long story, and when |! say ‘long story’, | mean ‘I have ten years of 
bullshit to tell you, and you won't know any of it #Afe until | get back 
the second | left’! 


The amount these people bend time and space for simple 
conveniences is completely unreal. 


I’m sorry | couldn't bring you along, to be honest. | got to meet 
Garrus Vakarian, in the flesh! So... maybe it’s good | didn’t bring you 
along. Good for him, | mean. :) 


So, to make a long story very short... 


TP, 
| got SI’d into Worm. Into FUCKING WORM. 


You know, | thought having experienced PTSD before would make 
having a trigger event suck less, somehow. Or that I’d be prepared to 
deal with it, or something. Newsflash: wrong. Wrong wrong wrong. 


Trigger events suck. PTSD sucks. But now that that’s over and I’m 
looking back, the worst part of the whole adventure is what | did. | 
was a Selfish, short-sighted little shit for far too long. | acted like a 
tourist and didn’t stop and help people, even though | could have. 


| could make a lot of excuses, and some of them might be correct, 
but | think ‘tourist’ is really the choice word, here. | treated the entire 
thing like fiction. Like it was a production being put on, and not real 
people suffering, and it took some bad shit to snap me out of that. 


| did do better, though... 


Jack, 


You would not believe my life. | just spent nearly ten years as a 
superhero. A damn Superhero! With Superpowers! Real 
superpowers! 


That’s hard to believe, right? It’s sort of hard for me to believe, and | 
lived it! Getting swept away to another world full of superpowers and 
crazy conspiracies is the sort of thing that doesn’t actually happen 
outside of fanfic. Except it did! 


Now, | have to describe the power | got to you. It was mostly based 
around messing with physical properties and forces, inertial mass, 
gravitational mass, friction, adhesion, that sort of thing. And when it 
came to gravitational mass, | could angle it. Make things fall 
sideways until the power wore off. 


Sound familiar? 


Yeah! Lashings! | could fall sideways to fly or run up walls like floors. 
Messing with friction and adhesion let me imitate other lashings, too! 
| could also imitate Superman’s invulnerability by turning my inertia 
up so high anything hitting me wouldn't be able to budge a single 
hair on my head, and imitate super strength by doing that to my fist 
mid-punch. It was a seriously top-level set of powers. 


| could do weirder shit, too. | once made the mistake of altering the 
direction of friction so it pointed perpendicular to the vector of 
motion, and promptly lost control as physics showed me why a 
retarding force should Always Be A Retarding Force. 


Of course, it wasn’t all good. | had to fight, a lot... 


... and to family... 


Sophie, 


| got to spend a decade as a superhero, and it was exactly as 
traumatic as that sounds. It’s a lot of responsibility. And not just 
‘stopping muggings’ responsibility. | was a government-sanctioned 
cape, so it wasn't like | just stepped in whenever | saw a problem. | 


was on call for when shit went down. And, of course, | had to do a lot 
of paperwork once the smoke cleared. 


| learned to look forward to that, because it meant the crisis was 
over. 


Wow, it just sounds like I’m complaining a lot, so let me say that it 
was definitely awesome. | saved a lot of people. | was respected, 
and famous, and important. Everyone’s fantasy, right? | loved those 
parts. 


| regret the mistakes. | should have started as a hero. | didn’t. | 
thought it was all fun and games, and | wanted to play the bad guy. | 
robbed a bank and nearly killed someone. | did kill people, though 
that was arguably in self-defense; they escalated to lethal force first, 
and they weren’t missed. | mean, seriously: | actually confessed (to 
murder!) in a moment of stress, and the Hero | was talking to let me 
off with a warning because I'd taken out someone far worse than | 
was. Like, think ‘small-time comic-relief Spiderman villain kills the 
Joker’ and you'll have roughly the right idea. 


Fucked up, right? 


| was lucky I got the second chance | did. | want to say people 
believed in me... but mostly it was just politics. Life is like that 
sometimes. 


| told myself that spending close to a decade as a Capital-H Hero 
makes up for the shit | did, and the shit | stood by and let happen, 
but | didn’t believe it. | almost packed it up and came home after | 
retired. | thought, you know, if my first instinct when handed power is 
to lord it over others, then | clearly shouldn’t have power, right? | 
learned a lot about myself during the time | spent as a Hero, but ! 
was Still wavering between staying and quitting right up to the end. 


My friends talked some sense into me. | messed up, but | learned. | 
did the right thing, in the end, and if | keep going, I'll keep doing the 
right thing. Quitting would mean throwing away all the lessons I'd 


learned over the last ten years-lessons | paid for harshly. It was a 
harsh life. Some days, | had to comfort myself that ‘only’ so many 
people had died in the latest disaster. 


Even those days weren’t as bad as when people died following my 
orders. | had to send people into combat situations. Some of them 
were my friends. And sometimes, they didn’t come back. 


Even #-# with the benefit of hindsight, it was hard to say that I'd 
made mistakes. My decisions were made based on limited 
information, and had to be made quickly, rather than carefully. | 
played the odds, weighed the risk of death against the number of 
lives we could save, and sometimes the die came up 1. Send people 
into enough life-or-death situations and someone’s number is bound 
to come up eventually. Heroes go into every fight knowing that it 
might be their last, and they go anyway. 


None of that made me feel any better when | had to add a picture to 
the memorial wall. 


It’s a good thing | got a super-sanity cleanup after all that shit, 
because | was a mess. Even with the super-sanity cleanup, | was a 
mess. Just, you know, a sane one. 


What would you think, if you got this letter? Would you be okay with 
what I'd done, or would you think I'd lost it? | mean the criminal thing, 
not the superhero thing. That is straight delusion and nothing short of 
sticking you to the ceiling should convince you otherwise. 


Your Sister, 


-Cassandra 


There was a slim chance that if | did end up going with Homura-or 
choosing to stay somewhere else, or however we parted ways-| 
could get them delivered, but | wasn’t really holding out much hope 
that Management would do me the favor. 


=--X=S=XK S==X === 

Something unusual happened one evening midway through the 
second week: my phone rang. | had one leg halfway in my pajama 
bottoms, and thus ended up hopping across the room to answer it. 
“Hello?” | asked, uncertain who’d bother with a phone call. 


“Hello, Cass,” Dragon said. “I wasn’t sure how to contact you 
personally, and this seemed the most natural.” 


“You couldn’t just pop in like you do when someone needs a favor?” 
“This is your private space. | didn’t want to just ‘pop in’ uninvited.” 
“Oh. Well, please, come in.” | put the phone down on the nightstand- 
on speaker, just in case-and went back to changing. “Pardon the 


mess.” 


“| don’t see a mess,” she said, her voice emanating from nowhere as 
per usual. 


“She’s on the phone and wearing most of a pair of pajamas.” 
Dragon laughed politely at my joke as | pulled my pajama top over 
my head. “Say,” | said, “If you’re in the Warehouse... uh... ‘system’, 
for lack of a better word, can you use the TV?” | jabbed a thumb at 
the large flatscreen sitting at the foot of the bed. 


“| can, thank you,” she said as a familiar face appeared on the TV at 
the foot of my bed. 


“Nice to see you again, Dragon-or should | call you something else?” 
“Dragon is fine, Cass, but thank you for asking.” 


“Cool.” | tossed my discarded clothes into the hamper and climbed 
into the queen-sized bed, arranging the pillows so | could sit up 


comfortably to see the TV. “Is there any reason for the visit, or is this 
just a social call?” 


“Id say a social call is a perfectly fine reason,” she said. “After all the 
time we spent working together, it seemed odd that we’ve barely 
spoken since we left.” 


The days had really flown by. “No time like the present,” | said. “How 
have you been?” 


“I’ve been enjoying myself. | was a little surprised to see you here, to 
be honest; Max didn’t warn me you were a member of his... posse.” 


“Not a bad surprise, | hope?” 

“Of course not.” 

| smiled. “Any other surprises?” 

“It was a shock to see Ellen again.” 
“He didn’t warn you about that, either?” 


“He did,” she said, “but it’s one thing to be told someone is back from 
the dead, and another to see it for yourself.” 


“| bet. | never asked how close you two were; it was old news by the 
time Colin dragged me on board, and | didn’t want to poke old 
wounds.” 


“We were not close,” she said with a wry grin. “We were both 
competing for Colin’s... affection is too strong a word, but certainly 
his time and attention. And his patience.” 

“Lord knows that was in short supply, some days.” 

“You certainly used up more than your fair share of it,” Dragon joked. 


| grinned. “I turned around, though.” 


“| meant as his teammate!” she said, grinning back. “Especially early 
on, before you settled in. He sprayed his drink all over his keyboard 
when he got the email that you were on the team like he ‘wanted’.” 


“Please tell me you have that recorded.” 

“| won't deny it, but I’m not going to show you.” 

“Aw,” | whined. “Well, I’m sure he’d appreciate your discretion.” 
“I’m sure he would. But we were talking about Ellen-well, Erin.” 
“Right.” 


“| resented her a little for suddenly muscling in on one of my closest 
partners-in-crimefighting,” Dragon continued, “but not enough that 
we didn’t get along. It was an office rivalry that we dealt with like 
professionals. | did respect her, even if we weren’t friends, so | was 
sorry to see her die. Not surprised, if I’m honest... but in hindsight, 
her recklessness makes a bit more sense.” 


“| guess it would, huh?” 


Dragon nodded. “It’s too bad Colin never got to say goodbye. If we’d 
been able to go back, just for an hour... well, it probably would have 
just confused things further. She’s missing nine years of time, after 
all.” 


“And | have no idea how we'd explain it, either.” 


“With the truth, probably,” she said. “Is there really a reason to keep 
it secret? | Know you don’t want the world to know, but | don’t see 
any harm in letting a few people in on the secret.” 


“Well, to start with, it was because there are a lot of potentially 
hostile pre- and peri-cogs running around.” Cauldron and Scion were 
only the /argest dangers. “After that... well, it’s hard to break ‘all this 
appeared in a book’ nicely. | totally flubbed the one reveal | tried to 
do.” 


“| don't really see the issue,” Dragon said. “Maybe it’s because my 
view of free will is different. | had to approach the question as 
someone who was created.” 


“And after dealing with the question of how much of your behavior is 
you and how much is your, uh, ‘design’, everything else barely 
matters?” 


“Something like that,” she hedged. “How have you been? How are 
you adjusting to leaving your life as Kasey behind?” 


“It was a rough transition, but I’m doing pretty well now.” | sighed and 
stretched, relaxing into the pillows. “Speaking of ‘goodbyes’... this 
might sound mean, so | want to say that | don’t mean this ina 
negative way at all, but | miss Colin less than | thought | would.” 


“Oh?” 


“| know it sounds like a dig at him, but what I’m saying is more that... 
we left on good terms, with closure and a heartfelt goodbye.” | smiled 
wistfully. “When | think of him, or Mel, or Katie-the real, close friends 

| had on Bet-l remember the good terms we left on. It feels good.” 


“| notice you didn’t mention your mother or sister.” 


“My ‘sister’s still here, and my mom... well, I'll just say she hadn't 
been a mother to me for a long time before | triggered and leave it at 
that.” 


“Your sister’s here, too?” Dragon asked. Her eye flicked sideways as 
though she was looking at something on her end. “Ah, | see. And 
your mother?” 


“More of a plot device than anything.” Rude? Maybe. True? 
Unfortunately. “What about you?” | asked. “How are you adjusting?” 


“My experience is a bit different,” Dragon said. “I didn’t get to say 
goodbye; after all, as far as anyone’s aware, | wasn’t leaving and 


never left. That does mean | didn’t get the closure you did, but on the 
other hand, | know that I’m still there with them, and that’s comforting 
in its own way.” 


“I’m not sure how I'd feel about that, to be honest.” 
“Which part?” 


“The ‘leaving a version of yourself behind’ part. Maybe a lot of it is 
just that | like it here, so | wouldn’t want to ‘lose the coin-flip’, so to 
speak.” 


“That’s similar to my feelings, although for different reasons,” she 
said. “I’ve had years to get used to forking and merging myself, so 
one more split wasn’t that odd. The weird part for me is the idea that 
| may never get to merge back again. It’s a hard feeling to describe.” 


“I’m trying to imagine it.” Trying was the key word there. “I think... | 
guess it would be something like homesickness?” 


“That’s not a bad starting point for a comparison, but it’s not quite the 
same.” 


“It’s the best I’m going to get without a common frame of reference, | 
think.” 


“Quite likely,” she agreed. “Uh, what is that?” 


| followed her gaze to a lump in my covers that had begun to move 
slowly across the bed. “Oh, | ended up with shared custody of Karl’s 
pets.” 


Her eyes widened. “You mean...” 
“Yeah, those three.” 
‘Benny’, ‘Levi’, and ‘Simmie’-as Karl had dubbed them-had the 


personality of a cat, a snake, and a particularly mischievous parrot, 
respectively. The Friendbringers had ‘adopted’ me-probably 


Simmie’s doing-and now appeared and disappeared from my room 
seemingly at random. | wasn’t sure how the other two let themselves 
in and out, but | Knew Simmie had figured out doorknobs-to my 
eternal chagrin, since she was still obsessed with my hair. 


One of these days | was going to wake up to find her nesting there. 
Maybe | should cut it back to the length | wore as a teenager. 


That thought led me to imagine Simmie weeping silently amidst my 
cast-off hair, and | decided it was fine the way it was. 


Dragon broke the silence before the pause got too awkward. “If I'd 
ever needed proof you weren't native to Bet, seeing you cuddle up 
with those three would be it.” 


“| imagine a hunter-gatherer who'd lost friends to wild tigers would 
feel similarly about being introduced to a housecat.” 


“That’s not quite a fair comparison.” 

“This situation is a littlke extreme-” 

“Very extreme,” she interjected. 

“-but it’s more or less the same thing,” | finished. 
“But the tigers weren't acting out of malice.” 


“Neither were the Endbringers, not really. They’re closer to machines 
than animals.” 


“Maybe,” Dragon allowed. “The novel wasn’t definitive on exactly 
how they worked, and they showed some independence at the end.” 


“You read the whole thing? The book, | mean?” 


“| read the entire thing as one file. If I'd read it ‘normally’, I'd probably 
have put it down once I’d been convinced Max wasn’t pulling my leg, 
but since | loaded the entire file, | got the whole story all at once.” 


“Just, like... ‘pop’?” 
“Just so. It was an... uncomfortable look at what would have been.” 


‘Uncomfortable’ sounded like an understatement. “I bet. | still haven’t 
looked at my origin world too closely, and I’m not sure | ever will.” 


“Is that common?” 


“Seems to be,” | said. “Uh, if you know the story, then... you know 
what | did and didn’t change.” 


“You're thinking about Taylor.” 
“Yeah.” 


“| don’t generally make a habit of listening in on people’s 
conversations, but | will admit | eavesdropped on your conversation 
with Max in the Gardens,” Dragon said. “I agree that what you did 
was wrong, but | think you know that it was wrong, and why it was 
wrong.” 


“| do,” | said. “I absolutely do.” 


“Then | don’t think there’s any more to say. It did make me think ill of 
you, I'll admit, but so did a lot of things you did that year.” 


“Thanks,” | drawled. 


“You don’t need it sugarcoated. People make mistakes, and you're 
no exception. The important thing is whether we learn from them, 
and | think your work over the last nine years speaks for itself.” 


“Thanks,” | repeated-sincerely, this time. “That means a lot-you’re 
probably one of the most upstanding people | met in the last 
decade.” | looked away as | scratched at my neck sheepishly. “When 
you brought up having read the book, | got a little worried that that 
was why you hadn’t spoken to me.” 


“That's very flattering,” Dragon said, then went on to reassure me, “It 
was nothing of the sort. There was simply so much to acclimate to, 
keeping up with old friends fell by the wayside.” 


“Believe me, | Know the feeling. | don’t know if it’s that | started 
taking people for granted, or because | expect to be around the 
same people for hundreds of years, or part of the duality of having 
‘old’ and ‘new’ identities, or just that there are so many strange 
things to see and people to meet... but sometimes | wake up and 
realize | haven’t spoken to someone for years.” 


“Then a week and a half is barely a footnote,” she said happily, 
before turning serious again. “That must be awkward.” 


“You'd think so,” | agreed, “but for some reason it’s not.” Which 
raised the question of why it wasn’t awkward. “I think it’s the fact that 
my memory’s been improved,” | continued. “Almost everyone has 
some sort of long-term-memory boost-it’s sort of essential if you live 
long enough-and mine lets me remember everything like it was 
yesterday. If the other person has a similar boost, there’s not much 
difference between talking to someone once a week and once a year 
except for how much has happened in the meantime.” 


“That is how time works,” Dragon quipped. 


“But it’s not how memory works,” | shot back. “At least, not by 
default. I’m happy with the upgrade, though.” 


“Speaking of upgrades... there’s something | was thinking about 
after | read the novel,” she said slowly. “In the ‘original timeline’, as 
you’d call it, | ended up paired with Colin. It’s something | could 
imagine myself doing, | think, so | started wondering about why we’d 
never gone down that path. The timeline we lived would have made 
it easier, if anything.” 


| raised an eyebrow. 


“| think it came down to me,” she continued. “With so many of my 
limiters removed, | was... not ‘post-human’, but certainly different. | 
had too many different things going on-splitting and forking for 
parallel trains of thought, sifting data from all over the world, running 
ships and planes and trains... | was closer to an organization than a 
person, and that’s not a good setup for courtship.” 


“Do you regret not trying?” 


“No, don’t get me wrong. I’m happy with the way things went,” 
Dragon said. “We were-are-still good friends. | wouldn’t choose the 
limits just for a shot at romance, and without them, | don’t think it 
would have worked, or it would have happened naturally. It just took 
some thought to figure out why.” 


“Ah.” | nodded thoughtfully. “How’s that going to work when you 
import?” 


“| won't know until it happens. It might not change much; everyone 
here is more than they seem.” 


“True.” There was bound to be far weirder stuff available in one 
universe or another. “Nervous?” | asked. 


“Of course.” 
“Excited?” 
She smiled. “Extremely.” 


We sat in silence for a moment, having said our piece and happy 
enough without a new topic to discuss. 


A new topic showed up anyway. After a long, meandering, start-and- 
stop journey, the lump in the covers finally reached the edge of the 
bed and kept going, hitting the floor with a thump, prompting 
chuckles from both of us. “I know they’re not traditionally cute,” | 
said, “but they act so much like house-pets | can’t help but like them. 


They’re just... goofy.” A sharp tug on the blanket under me preceded 
Benny’s head popping up over the side of the bed. He pulled himself 
the rest of the way up with another few tugs, then wandered over 
and burrowed into the stack of pillows behind me instead. 


“You may have a point there,” Dragon admitted. 


The ‘mental clean-up’ hadn't left me with a pressing need for 
therapy-one issue aside-but it seemed like a good habit to get into, 
so | sought Diane out again a week after my previous visit. We were 
actually in her office today, a cozy room much like any therapist’s 
office I'd visited back home, sporting a pair of couches, three 
armchairs, a desk and desk chair, and three bookshelves full of 
books on all manner of psychological issues. The windows showed a 
chilly outdoor scene of pine trees and snow that brought to mind 
memories of skiing. 


| brought chocolate. It was the same chocolate Diane could have 
gotten for herself at any time, but bringing it myself was a symbolic 
gesture to show my appreciation for her help-and an excuse to 
indulge, according to the woman herself. 

“How is the forgiveness going?” she asked as we took our seats. 


“Getting there,” | said. “I’ve almost internalized the point about 
forgiveness meaning ‘not picking an old wound’, | think.” 


“That’s good.” 
“Yeah.” 

“But?” 

“But,” | agreed. 


Diane waited patiently, letting me take my time before | spoke again. 


“Something that’s been nagging at me is that... well, | feel really 
awful about how | treated Taylor and Lisa. | used my outside 
knowledge to get close to Taylor, but didn’t use it to help her. 
Meanwhile, Lisa and | could have been on a far more equal footing... 
but | went and borrowed a power to keep my ‘unfair advantage’. If I’d 
just turned that off at any point, she’d probably have been able to get 
a good enough read on me to feel comfortable and not have wound 
herself up the way she did. 


“The part that’s bothering me is that | feel way worse about those 
things than the fact that | robbed a bank and killed people.” 


“You weren't a murderer,” Diane said. “You were defending yourself 
and others.” 


“Yeah, there’s definitely an argument for self-defense, but... | 
expected to feel more than ‘yeah, fuck those guys,’ and | really don’t 
have much of an excuse for the bank thing beyond teenage stupidity 
and tunnel-vision.” 


She nodded thoughtfully. “It sounds to me like you’re saying you feel 
worse about how you treated specific people than the way you 
treated strangers, even if the things you did to strangers might be 
considered worse. That’s not unusual; that’s just how people think.” 


“That’s just an appeal to nature without basis,” | said. 


“I’m not putting a value judgment on those thoughts, I’m saying that 
thinking that way isn’t somehow indicative of a moral failing. There’s 
a certain amount of truth to the idea that a million is a statistic.” 


“And courts hand out harsher sentences for killing a single person 
than they do for a thousand,” | agreed. “Though, speaking of ‘moral 
failings’... | said | knew better than to divide people into ‘good’ and 
‘evil’, but... Lisa’s ‘apology’ amounted to ‘I’m selfish and that’s just 
who | am,’ and it got me thinking. 


“I’m worried that I’m selfish, as well. Inconsiderate, or thoughtless, or 
just... self-centered. | want to be someone | think of as a ‘good’ 
person, so | put conscious effort in to not be those things, but... | 
guess I’m worried that selfishness is my ‘default’.” 


“What is better?” Diane quoted. “To be born good, or to overcome 
your evil nature through great effort?” 


| snorted. “Fair point. | guess the important thing is just doing my 
best to follow through on that desire. | Know I’m going to mess up-it’s 
sort of inevitable, unless | were to go and take a perk that makes me 
perfectly moral or something, but that would basically be suicide, 
personality-wise-” | stopped for a moment to get back on track. “The 
point is that mistakes are going to happen, and that’s... that’s life. As 
long as I’m doing my best, no one can ask more of me, right?” 


“Right,” she agreed. “It sounds like you’re well on your way to self- 
forgiveness.” 


“Getting there,” | repeated, a small smile on my face. 


Diane let me enjoy the catharsis for a moment before she asked, 
“What else is on your mind?” 


“Last jump, obviously. I’ve been thinking about my experience-| 
mean my literal experience as a person. It’s a very... stark 
difference, going from Kasey back to Cass. Hell, it’s a stark 
difference from the beginning to the end.” 


“In what way?” 


“In how | thought,” | said. “Emotional maturity, maybe? Going in as 
Kasey was like... well, it was like being snapped back to the way | 
felt before | got effective therapy. | was thinking in black and white, 
catastrophizing, internalizing criticism... basically all the things | 
spent years training myself not to do.” 


“That sounds extremely unpleasant,” Diane said. 


“The ‘being snapped back’, or just being that way at all?” 
“Both?” 


| shrugged. “I didn’t notice the change. It was a lot like the way I'd 
experience depression whenever | had an episode. In the moment, it 
was impossible to remember how it felt to not be depressed. Then 
once | came out of it, | couldn’t understand how I'd felt when | was. 


“| compared it to a filter, like an image filter. When | was depressed, 
there was this filter on everything... | guess the traditional visual 
shorthand is desaturated colors? Maybe a slight out-of-focus effect? 
Whatever the analogy, the point is that my memories encoded the 
base image, so when | went back and tried to recall how I'd felt, what 
| got was ‘filtered’ based on how | felt in the ‘now’, not how I'd felt at 
the time of the memory.” 


“So you didn’t remember feeling depressed?” she asked. 


“No, | remembered the feeling, just not why. Like, it was especially 
bad the other way, when the depression flared up; | could remember 
being happy, but it seemed impossible that | could have ever felt that 
way, or would feel that way again.” 


“And when you weren't depressed...?” 


“| could remember that I’d been depressed, but couldn’t Summon up 
the feeling.” 


Diane nodded. “So when you look back on your experiences...” 


“That’s the funny thing, actually. | do remember what it’s like.” | 
paused for a moment, the only sound the tapping of my fingers on 
the arm of the couch. “Maybe the memory perk has something to do 
with that. 


“Anyway, the comparison | was making was that having all of those 
bad habits stuffed back in my head meant that | couldn’t remember 


living without them. | guess that’s the Drawbacks in action, putting 
me in a place where | couldn't simply think, ‘Oh, | Know how to 
handle this thought distortion.’ That would be too easy. 


“Of course, the single weirdest part of the experience was waking up 
thinking that all this was a dream...” 


The rest of my ‘session’ was spent just walking through my 
memories of the last jump and comparing | would react to things now 
compared to how | reacted then. It wasn’t heavy stuff by my 
standards, but | was getting tired of that shit, which was why | left the 
topic of my hang-ups around sex and sexuality for another time. 


The table had expanded, slightly, gaining maybe five inches or so in 
diameter to accommodate the two new guests. The non-euclidean 
geometry meant the circumference was 6mtr, so that was enough. 


“Welcome back!” Management said, once we'd all taken our seats. 
“You really ripped right through that one. I’m impressed!” 


“It would have been a hell of a lot easier if we weren’t handicapped,” 
Max grumbled. 


“| didn’t set this up to watch you cruise your way to easy victories. 
Conflict is what makes a story.” 


“Yes, yes, you're a dick.” Max scowled at the center of the table. “I 
hope you had fun.” 


“How are our new members?” Management asked. “Dragon?” 


“Settling in quite well,” she said over the same speaker-phone, 
“although | don’t seem to be able to fork myself further.” 


“Max brought one of you. I’m putting down a hard limit. If you really 
want, I’d be willing to let you leave one copy in the Warehouse and 
create a fork for actual imports, but that’s it.” 


“That would be permanent?” 


“Effectively. I’m sure you could figure out some way to sync 
memories or something if you’re worried about missing out, but I’m 
not doing that for you.” 


“Vl think about it.” 


“Take your time, you’ve got two weeks. How about you, Dinah? 
Zion? How are you doing?” 


“Uh... fine?” Dinah said uncertainly. Zion said nothing. 


“Talkative bunch, you two. Sooooooo, ready to find out where you're 
going next?” 


“Not yet,” Max said. “Il need a fucking vacation.” 

“Your return isn’t ready yet,” Management said. 

“Uh, yes, it is?” 

“Return?” Dragon repeated curiously. 

“Between Jumps, | can return to a world I’ve already been for 
another decade,” Max explained. “There’s no new purchases, and- 
hopefully-no new problems.” 

“Are there other limits?” 

Management fielded that question. “Only one every six jumps, and 
the timer only counts down after you use the last one, so you can’t 


stockpile them.” 


“This is my sixth Jump since the last one,” Max continued, “and | 
really need a break.” 


“Fifth jump,” Management corrected him. 


“Sixth,” Max repeated. “It counts jumps, not decades, so the high 
school comedy hour counts.” 


“Yeah, that’s what makes it five. I’m not going to count your 
completely giant-mecha-less decade lazing about 21st century New 
England. You're lucky | didn’t restart the counter completely after 
that, since it was a vacation anyway.” 


“That was still a jump!” 
“That was a temper tantrum.” 
“And?” Max demanded. “Still a jump.” 


“If you make the rules,” Maeve drawled, “it would behoove you to 
follow them. Otherwise, some of us might get the idea that they 
are... optional.” 


“You're grounded! Why are you even here?” Management grumbled. 
“To learn what I’m missing, of course,” she stated airily. “| suppose 
by some metrics, jumps are measured in dramas... in which case 
the most recent one must count for two, as ‘interesting’ as it was.” 


“So either it’s purely by number of jumps, and | have a return ready,” 
Max concluded, “or it’s by ‘events’, and | have a return ready.” 


“No.” 
“Yes.” 
“No.” 
“Yes.” 


Politeness had worked well for me once, so | decided to try again. 
“Please?” | added. 


“Okay.” 


“Y-What?” Max asked. 


“| said ‘okay’ because someone understands politeness.” 
Management said. “Where are you going?” 


“Seriously?” Max held a hand to his temple in frustration. 
“| could change my mind...” 


“No, it’s... fine. Whatever.” He sighed. “Uh, destination... I’m thinking 
we head back to the Federation.” 


The words prompted an approving murmur from several people 
around the table. “The United Federation of Planets?” Dinah asked 
eagerly. 


“The very same. Any objections?” 
“Is it... peaceful?” Dragon asked. 


“The way | left it, it was,” Max confirmed with a smile. “We'll be 
heading in after Deep Space Nine and Voyager to a galaxy with few 
serious international tensions and the Federation diplomatic and 
exploration corps ascendant.” 


“Which one did you do?” Dinah asked. “DS9 or Voyager?” 


“They’re in the same universe at the same time, so technically we 
did both, but we were all in the Aloha Quadrant the whole time. That 
jump was actually a ‘double-header’-we went in during TNG and 
stayed for twenty years. 


“Do we get histories?” Dragon asked. “I know you said ‘no new 
purchases’, but as | understand it, not all origins cost points, so...” 


“Identities, yes; histories, no,” Management said. “You can get an alt- 
form, but that’s it. Weaving some of you into history that others were 
present for is a huge hassle.” 


“SO you can choose your race,” Max explained, “but you’re not going 
to get memories unless you think you can convince Management to 
make an exception.” 


“Not happening.” 


“Is ‘liberated Borg’ a race in this timeline?” | asked. “Because that 
seems like a really easy way to deal with that problem.” 


“Yeah, we did that whole thing. I’m not sure they'll let it fly, since the 
option wasn’t free-” 


“No objection here,” Management said. 


“Well, there you are. If you’re just worried about not having an ID and 
so on, though, Management will take care of that.” 


“Identity, family tree, education and career history, and documents 
for all of the above,” Management listed. “I say ‘no histories’ because 
I’m just adjusting records, not past events. You won’t have any 
current friends or living family, but you’ll have the paper trail you 
need to blend in, and everything’s flawless. I’ll even handle cultural... 
acculturation if you want to be a Vulcan or something.” 


Dinah looked like she’d just won the lottery. 


“What about Zion?” Garrus asked. “Without a history or anything for 
sale, there’s not much for him here, is there?” 


“| guess not,” Max said. “Sorry, dude. You okay with just hanging 
around the Warehouse for a jump? It’s only ten years.” 


Zion said nothing. 
“Right, | think that’s settled then.” 


“So we’re all just going to hang out on Risa for a decade?” Ace 
asked. He kicked back in his chair and dropped his feet on the table 
in a perfect image of arrogance. “Sounds pretty good to me.” 


“We can explore the entire galaxy, and you’re going to spend it all on 
one planet?” Dinah asked. “Where’s your sense of adventure?” 


“| saw the galaxy,” he said with a shrug. “I fought in the Dominion 
War. Rear Admiral Rimmer earned his retirement, damn it.” 


“You know, Dinah,” Max said, “and Dragon, and everyone else who 
wasn't here last time-if you want to go on some adventures, | have a 
suggestion...” 
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“Nice job with Management, there,” Garrus joked as we filed out of 
the conference room. 


“It pays to be polite?” | said uncertainly. 


“Sometimes,” Max grumbled, catching up with us as we made our 
way down the stairs. “They agreed because they knew it would 
annoy me to win the argument like that. Now | can’t complain about 
them breaking their own rules, and | still lost... sort of.” 


That was aggressively cynical. “Are you-” 


He didn’t even let me finish. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ve been dealing with 
that asshole for nearly a thousand years. Management can act 
friendly when it suits them, but they are not our friend. They’re 
humoring you because they like having you beg, but eventually 
they'll get bored of it, and no amount of politeness, flattery, or 
friendliness on your part will help.” 


“It's happened before, to others,” Garrus added. 


“They like rubbing my attitude in my face,” Max continued. “They 
want me to feel like it’s my fault they treat us like toys. But even the 
people who are unflinchingly nice and polite with them get stepped 
on eventually. 


“Don’t get me wrong: I’m not telling you to stop. Milk it for all it’s 
worth! Just... don’t be surprised when they drop the act and pull 
another nasty trick on you, okay?” 


“lll Keep that in mind,” | said. “So, when does your ‘suggestion’ 
start?” 


He smiled. “Now, of course!” 
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The next two weeks passed by in a blur of training montages. The 
idea was pretty simple: we were going to Starfleet Academy, and we 
needed years’ worth of education and training to make the cut. 
‘Normally’, skills like that would be magically included in one 
purchase or another, but since we didn’t get more points to spend for 
a Return, we were doing things the hard way. 


Well, the long way, at least; Max had enough teaching perks that it 
was pretty close to having knowledge just shoved into my head the 
way I’d learned to use a sword. It did take some time, though, so we 
were spending more than ten hours a day in the Warehouse 
classroom-another space like the Dojo that had even more 
teaching/learning bonuses baked into the room. Science, history, 
culture... it was enough to make my head spin. 


Dinah loved it, of course, and probably would have stayed for 
another four hours each day if Max had kept teaching. In contrast, 
Bob gave up two days in, and Hoss was clearly tempted to follow. 
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Almost before | knew it, the jump began, and we dove straight into 
the Starfleet Academy admissions exams. Our paperwork may have 
been magicked up, but we had to earn our way into the academy the 
right way: through a frankly hellish series of exams and practical 
tests. Lucky for us, Max had crammed more than five years of 
training into the two weeks before insertion. 


It was a seriously good thing | was resistant to non-drawback- 
enforced emotional trauma, because it would have sucked to 
immediately replace the PTSD | got rid of at the end of Worm witha 
whole new package. The Psych Test had been horrid. |’d expected 
spiders; what I’d gotten had been a hundred times more 
psychologically scarring. 


Among the people | Knew, Dinah had decided to be a Vulcan, which 
didn’t surprise me at all after her reaction to Management's ‘offer’; 
she was an old-school Trekkie, on account of Bet never having made 
a followup to the original series. Hoss hadn’t decided, last I'd spoken 
to him, but | wouldn't be surprised if he ended up as a Klingon. 
Lastly, Dragon had opted for a perfectly normal human identity as 
Theresa ‘Tess’ Richter, and had spent the first few hours of our 
vacation back in the Palace restaurant sampling every bit of food the 
Warehouse could produce. 


| had gone with my ‘bright idea’, and had a small ocular implant 
around my left eye and a subtle but still visibly exposed implant 
along my jawline, as well as further implants visible on my right hand 
and arm. | was otherwise a normal, boring human, since | had no 
interest in piling on a large number of ‘new features’, for lack of a 
better term. 


Speaking of ‘features’, Management had given me the full package 
of Borg racial features, including augmented vision, and sensory 
playback. When even Max noted it as uncommonly generous, | had 
almost demanded they take them back, jackass genie that they 
were, but if they wanted to screw with me, they were going to screw 
with me regardless of whether or not | accepted their handouts. This 
way, at least | got something back for my trouble. 


| was pretty sure I’d already suffered the extent of their hazing, so at 
least | didn’t have that to worry about for the rest of the decade. 


The ‘new imports’ started scattered across the quadrant, so | didn’t 
see anyone | knew outside the Warehouse until I'd already passed 
the exams. Dinah had started on Vulcan and would probably be 
attending the Academy there, so | wasn’t sure I'd see her this jump 
at all. | Knew Tess was going to the North America Academy campus 
outside San Francisco, so we'd be schoolmates, and it was no 
surprise she was the first person | found. 
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With a bit of cheating from my magic map, | tracked down Tess in 
Earth Spacedock while we were waiting for our shuttle down to the 
Academy. ‘ESD’ was the primary headquarters of Starfleet, but it 
also served as a hub for all private and public traffic to and from 
Earth’s surface-in a completely different section than the quasi- 
military HQ, of course. | didn’t Know what that area looked like, but 
all of Trek’s Weird Future Aesthetics couldn’t disguise the fact that 
the public area we were in was a glorified airport terminal. There was 
just something about the place that was instantly recognizable. 


Of course, the fact that | could see the entire planet Earth through 
the windows made the experience anything but mundane, but 
turning away from the view back to the interior accommodations put 
me right back in ‘dreary public transit hub’ mode, which was why | 
went looking for company. 


“Hey, Tess,” | said as | sat down beside her on a row of airport chairs 
whose design had somehow survived the past four hundred years 
unchanged. 

Tess had to look up from her current snack-some sort of greasy 
takeout in a plastic box-before her eyes widened in recognition. “Oh, 
hi, Cass.” She grabbed something that looked like a weird alien 
french fry out of the box and offered it to me. “Want to try one?” 
“What is it?” 

“Friend Ardegorian spider legs,” she said happily. 


I'd almost touched the damn thing by this point, and flinched away 
from it like I’d been burned. “Uh, no thanks,” | said quickly. 


Tess shrugged and popped it into her mouth. “What’s with the face?” 
“You know I’m arachnophobic,” | scolded her. 

“You like crab.” 
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She shrugged again. “So | figured it was ‘I don’t like whole spiders’, 
rather than ‘any part of spiders’.” 


“Crabs aren't spiders!” 
“They’re pretty close.” 


“No, they’re n-ah, hell,” | grumbled. “There goes my ability to enjoy 
crab meat.” 


“More for me,” Tess said happily, shoving a handful of spider legs 
into her mouth. 


“No argument there.” | edged a bit away from her on the bench, just 
to increase the distance between myself and her meal. “So, how are 


things going?” 


“Pre-” She cut herself off, finished chewing, and then continued, 
“Pretty good. Still getting used to a lot of things. Everything is 
different when you're not relying on digital sensors.” 


“Having fun?” 
“Sometimes,” Tess hedged. 
“So would you say you won or lost the coin flip?” 


“| think | won, but so does Dragon.” She’d opted for Management’s 
offer of ‘one last fork’, and they'd decided the one in the Warehouse 
would stay ‘Dragon’, while the other became ‘Tess’. “Ask me again in 
a couple years.” 


“Maybe | will.” 


That conversation seemed to be over, so | asked, “You know where 
Hoss ended up?” 


“Not exactly. | know he’s going to the Academy... or an Academy. | 
know Iris isn’t; she had no interest in ‘navy nonsense’.” 


It took a moment to put a face to the name. “Iris is Hoss’s wife, 
right?” 


“Yup. She probably imported, but she’s not going to school.” That 
explained why she hadn’t been in ‘class’ with us. 


Tess tossed another fry into her mouth, then asked, “How were your 
exams?” 


“Pretty boring, mostly. Standardized tests, simulations, practical 
exercises, a few gotcha’s-more or less what | expected, with one 
exception. How was your Psych Test?” 


“A little disappointing, to be honest,” she said. “Il was expecting 
something more... visceral. Yours?” 


“Awtul. | barely passed.” 

“You got to see your score?” 

| shook my head. “Inference. | Know | aced almost everything they 
threw at me, but in the end | barely made the cutoff to get in. The 
only thing that could drop my score that hard would be a near-fail on 
the Psych Test.” 

“Spiders?” 

“| wish,” 

“Huh.” Tess snacked in silence for a moment. “Want to talk about it?” 
“Not really,” | said. “I mean, it’s not like | froze up or anything. | 
thought | handled it pretty well, but | guess they didn’t like my 
solution.” 

“Which was?” 

| shot her a look. 

“You don’t want to talk about it,” she said. 


“| don’t,” | said firmly. 


Tess looked slightly hurt. “Sorry,” she said. “I just thought... | don’t 
know. We've talked about a lot of things over the years.” 


“We were coworkers dealing with the same shit,” | explained. “This is 
a bit different. I'll satisfy your curiosity eventually... later.” 


“I’m not asking to gossip. | am curious, but I’m also trying to be a 
friend.” 


“You are my friend! Someday, I'll be ready to pour out a thousand- 
word rant on the topic. Just... not today.” 


“Okay. I’m sorry-” 
“It’s fine,” | stressed. 


She didn’t seem convinced, since she only picked at her food until a 
synthesized woman’s voice called out our shuttle’s boarding 
announcement over the loudspeaker, which prompted her to stand 
up and shove the remainder of her arachna-snack into her mouth on 
her way to discard the box and napkins in a wastebin. 


“Excited?” | asked as she returned. 

She nodded, then swallowed and said, “Oh, yes. Nervous?” 
“Extremely,” | replied easily. “Let’s go.” 
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The heavy transport shuttle touched down without the slightest 
tremor, the landing so smooth | didn’t realize we’d stopped until the 
door opened. Tess and | were sitting near the hatch, so we were 
among the first ones to step out into the mid-summer chill of San 
Francisco. ESD used Greenwich Mean Time, so our ‘19:10’ shuttle 
had actually left around an hour before noon local time. 


| moved just far enough away from the shuttle that | wasn’t in 
anyone’s way, then dropped my bag at my feet and started staring. 
The Academy was a wide stretch of land, with paths and lawns 
stretching between buildings that ran the gamut from classical 
Greco-Roman facades through post-modern glass-and-steel 
construction. Beyond the immediate surroundings, San Francisco in 
2383 was downright uncanny; | would have believed | was on an 
alien planet if | couldn’t see the Golden Gate Bridge from the landing 
pad. It was weird; | was back in California, and yet-outside of my 
brief year-long stint as Management’s wandering punchline-I’d never 


been further from home. Nor had | been anywhere | recognized the 
way | did the Academy; | was clearly there, standing in a place and 
time I’d only known through the television screen. 


“First time on Earth?” someone asked me. | turned to see a man-a 
human, specifically-standing a few feet away, smiling pleasantly at 
me. “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?” 


“Quite a sight,” | agreed, then realized that he’d asked two questions. 
“It’s... well, it might as well be my first time.” 


“Ah. | understand. It... may not be my place to say, but you’re not the 
only one, you know.” 


“| know,” | said, returning his smile. “I don’t mind. | don’t know what 
I’m missing.” 


“| suppose that’s one way to look at it. Oh, excuse me; I’m Andy. 
Second year, astrophysics and advanced theoretical physics.” 


“Cassandra,” | said. “New and lost.” 


“A lot of new cadets feel that way,” he assured me. “I know that 
sometimes, it can be particularly hard for, uh... the academy has a 
Support group, if you’re interested.” 


“A support group for new cadets?” | asked. “Is it really that 
strenuous?” 


Andy covered up his laugh with a cough. “I mean, for... you know... 
uh, people like you.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Err, sorry, not that 
you’re, you know...” 


Oh. “I’m not offended. I'll look into it, thank you.” 


“Don’t mention it. One of my buddies had a real rough time when he 
started. Says he would have washed out the first month if he hadn’t 
had people to talk to. | saw you standing there all wistful and 
thought, you know, you might need a nudge in their direction.” 


“| appreciate it.” A low hum marked the transport shuttle returning to 
Earth Spacedock, and | realized that | was now the /ast cadet 
remaining. “I have to go,” | said, grabbing my bag. “It was nice 
talking to you, Andy.” 
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Meeting Andy had been another reminder that, once again, I’d erred 
in my choice of import-as if the Psych Test hadn’t been reminder 
enough. 


In Worm, it hadn’t occurred to me that selecting ‘Villain’ would affect 
the personality my new self had. I’d avoided that particular flaw by 
having no extra ‘self’ to deal with this time around, but as Colin had 
predicted, I’d made a different mistake: | hadn't fully considered how 
other people would react to me showing up with metal sticking out of 
my face. 


It wasn’t the implants themselves, although there was a reason very 
few races in Star Trek sported obvious physical enhancements. For 
humanity, Earth’s World War III had been fought over-among other 
things-eugenics and human enhancement programs, and other 
polities had similar crises in their history. 


| didn’t consider myself a transhumanist because too many self- 
identified transhumanists subscribed to some pretty ‘troubling’ ideas- 
the sort of ideas that sparked Trek’s Eugenics Wars, in point of fact- 
but there were certain tenets | agreed with: namely, that there is 
nothing particularly sacred about the bodies nature gave us. That 
didn’t mean that | was gung-ho about lopping bits off and replacing 
them with tech, but in my view, there was nothing great about being 
stuck relying on all-too-fallible flesh and blood if hardware was more 
reliable... unless it had nasty security backdoors for 
Megacorporations to exploit Deus Ex style, of course. 


That wasn’t much of an issue in the Federation, since capitalism 
collapsed sometime between WW3 and the founding of the 
Federation, so it was mainly a cultural thing: Star Trek humanity 


disagreed with me on the sacredness of baseline humanity. That 
didn’t mean implants and prosthetics were completely taboo; there 
were medical conditions that could be best managed by visible 
augmentations, so while metal bits might draw a few odd looks, 
people generally wouldn't make an issue out of it. 


Borg implants were another story. 


The Borg Collective was Star Trek’s premier hegemonizing swarm. 
Effectively a zombie plague IN SPACE, the Borg’s primary purpose 
was to subsume and assimilate all other species into their Collective, 
a process that involved the cybernetic conversion of all individuals 
into mindless drones serving the greater hive-mind. The Collective 
Originated in the Delta Quadrant of the Milky Way, more or less 
directly opposite Federation space, but had been brought into 
contact with humanity by Q-the local Random Omnipotent Bastard- 
mostly to thumb his nose at Picard’s idealistic view of space 
exploration and demonstrate that there were things out there the 
Federation wasn’t ready to tangle with. 


The resulting battles had not been kind to Earth or her allies. Ships 
the Borg considered mere scouting vessels smashed entire fleets as 
they made their way through Federation space, killing or converting 
hundreds of thousands of people. The Battle of Wolf 359 was the 
first and bloodiest large-scale engagement against the Borg, in 
which a single Cube destroyed forty Starfleet ships without suffering 
a scratch. The Federation learned from the battle, but every 
engagement against the Borg reaped a bloody toll of men and 
materiel. The tech disparity was simply too steep. 


And then, the Borg Collective suddenly imploded. 


See, around the time the Federation was gearing up to deal with an 
entirely different conflict-the ‘Dominion War’ Ace had mentioned-the 
Federation vessel Voyager, captained by Memetic Cowboy Cop 
Kathryn Janeway, was thrown across the galaxy into the Delta 
Quadrant by a different local Random Omnipotent Bastard. Voyager 
faced a homeward journey that would take seventy years or more, 


through uncharted, unknown, and often unfriendly territory; after all, 
the Delta Quadrant was more or less the Borg’s backyard. 


One would expect that story to go very poorly for the Federation 
crew, but the Borg were busy /osing a war against an 
extradimensional Bigger Fish, and badass decay was setting in. 
Janeway bested the Borg time and time again, until the Hive Mind’s 
avatar begged her to leave them alone, even offering an all- 
expenses paid nigh-instant trip back home using the Borg’s superior 
technology if she would just stop breaking the Collective’s shit. 
Janeway’s response was to don sunglasses, light a cigar, and tell the 
Hive Queen to get fucked, bitch. 


I’m editorializing the last bit pretty heavily, but there’s a reason fans 
sometimes portray Janeway as a total lunatic, to say nothing of Sci- 
Fi Debris’ interpretation. | once joked to a friend that Janeway 
refused the deal with the devil to save her crew decades of hardship 
because the only thing she enjoys more than making her crew suffer 
is making the Borg Queen suffer, and taking the offer would have 
ruined both hobbies. 


Back on topic: in canon, Janeway managed to more or less ruin the 
Collective single-handedly, culminating in a Trojan-Horse attack that 
introduced a crippling logic virus into the heart of the Collective. With 
the barest bit of help from Max and Company, she’d done one better 
and more or less entirely destroyed the networks keeping the 
Collective running at all. There were still some holdouts that had 
managed to isolate and purge the virus before it could scramble their 
protocols, but the vast majority of the Borg had been severed from 
the Collective’s Hive Mind. Large numbers of former drones were 
recovered from derelict Borg Cubes and rehabilitated into their 
previous worlds... and the social problems began. 


Too many people had lost friends and family to the Borg to welcome 
former drones home with open arms. Outright hostility was rare but 
not unheard of, while stand-offishness, suspicion, and prejudice 
were downright common. Even the well-meaning sorts like Andy 


weren't always sure how to deal with people who were obviously 
former Borg; the less well-meaning sorts were significantly worse. 


And, of course, the former Drones themselves had to deal with all 
sorts of issues, from disgust over implants that their cultural norms 
labeled ‘deviant’ to the fact that, willingly or not, they had participated 
in one way or another in the Collective’s war against their own 
species. 


=+=XS=X==X--- 


My orientation packet was a single data-pad containing housing 
assignments, class schedules, and a list of extracurricular activities. | 
scrolled down the latter until | found the one | was looking for. The 
‘Disconnected Support Group’ met every second Thursday in one of 
the study halls, but after a moment’s thought, | exited out of the 
window without stopping to check the time or place. | didn’t really 
have the... baggage that came with having been a former Drone, so 
| didn’t have a place there. 


The next order of business was housing. There were blocks of 
dormitories scattered across the campus, and | quickly found mine 
on the map and began walking. It wasn’t just the scenery that caught 
my eye; now that | wasn’t hovering around the edge of campus, 
there were aliens of every sort walking to and fro, some of them 
Significantly stranger than any I’d seen thus far. After the third time | 
caught myself gawking, | stuck my nose in my data-pad and pulled 
up the class schedules. 


| had a week to start picking things. Class availability was apparently 
pretty good, given the stringent entry requirements, but I'd still want 
to get my choices in sooner, rather than later. Too bad there were so 
many options that I’d only managed to pick a single class by the time 
| made it to the Cochrane dorms. 


The Cochrane Dorms were three separate buildings: Cochrane A, B, 
and C. Each building was in the shape of T when viewed from 
above, with the middle inverted to form two square courtyards 


between the ‘wings’. Some of the dorms were built more like 
apartment blocks, but these were only two stories tall; small, squat 
buildings with plaster facades in contrast to the larger, more modern- 
looking dorms I’d passed to get here. The introduction packet 
assured incoming cadets that all dorms provided the same level of 
comfort in their accommodations, so presumably the older style 
ended at the doors; and indeed, as | stepped through the single, 
heavy wooden door, | was met with a hallway that wouldn't look out 
of place on a starship. | wonder if that was intentional. It seemed as 
good a way as any to get people used to living on a ship. 


| followed the hallway down until | found Cochrane room A116, and 
the door opened automatically at my approach. It was a simple 
room, large enough that it felt soacious even with furniture for two 
people: two beds, two desks, two dressers, two bookcases, two 
wardrobes, and a single shared couch. The bathrooms were at the 
ends of the three wings, which meant we were only two doors down 
from the nearest one. 


My bag was more of a prop than anything else, since | had nothing 
to my name and the academy would be providing all the uniforms 
and toiletries I’d need, so | had nothing to unpack. I'd already 
equipped everything I’d taken from the Warehouse back when I’d 
arrived for the entrance exam, so the only thing in the bag was an 
extra data-pad and a few physical books I’d borrowed from the 
Warehouse library for downtime reading. My bangles were in my 
room in the Warehouse-if | was good enough to become eccentric, | 
might be allowed to wear them on duty, but at the moment, | needed 
to adjust to the fact that | wouldn’t have their boosted stats. Not that | 
really needed them. 


| sat down on the bed and poked the mattress experimentally; it was 
a nice mattress, neither too soft nor too firm. Not quite the total 
bullshit quality of the Palace, but a hell of a lot better than any 
college dorm I'd have found in my time. Max’s contributions to the 
disassembly of the Borg collective had included a lot of medical 
advancements, so I'd be sleeping, rather than recharging in an 


alcove. | could have had surgery to conceal the jaw connector and 
given up the ocular implant entirely, but the latter meant I’d lose out 
on the augmented vision and the former hardly mattered if | had 
another piece of metal sticking out of my face anyway. To be honest, 
| sort of liked the things, for all the problems showing them might 
cause. They were... | didn’t want to use the word ‘cool’... they were 
distinctive. 


| turned my attention back to the pad and started looking through 
classes again, occasionally cross-referencing my options against the 
recommended courses and majors for the engineering track. I'd just 
finished my selections for the current semester and started browsing 
the next set of options when the door opened, and | looked up and 
locked eyes with Taylor. 


What the fuck. 


It wasn’t Taylor. Of course it wasn’t Taylor-what would she be doing 
here, in 2383? It didn’t even look that much like her-the hair was 
reasonably close, in the hallway light, but that was where the 
similarities ended. 


Oh, and there was the murderous expression she was giving me. 
That was also very Taylor-at least, as | remembered her before my... 
exile. It had left an impression. 


We stared at each other for a few moments. | was still getting over 
my shock, and she was livid. Neither of us spoke. 


She shut the door. 
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My room assignment told me her name: Alicia Merrill, Sol native, 
born on Titan in 2364. She’d be around 18, then. 


Curious, | decided to check if either of her parents were in Starfleet. 
Merrill wasn’t exactly an uncommon name, but | quickly found a 


woman who looked even more like Taylor than Alicia did. Lt. 
Commander Persephone Merrill nee Cosgrove, born 2335, died 
2367 aboard the USS Buran, Battle of Wolf 359. 


Fuck. 


Lt. Commander Merrill’s obituary confirmed my suspicions: she was 
survived by her daughter Alicia and her husband Albert. Searching 
for ‘Albert Merrill’ turned up a Captain Merrill almost immediately: 
born 2333, died 2373 aboard the USS Sacramento, Battle of Sector 
001 in Earth Orbit. 


Double fuck. 


Why in the ever-loving fuck would they assign me as her roommate? 
The idea that the academy would miss something like that was 
absurd, but | couldn’t think of anything other than a gross oversight 
that would explain such a horrible decision. The orientation noted 
that roommates would be assumed to be crewmates for both 
simulated and practical exercises, so it wasn't like we could simply 
ignore each other-we’d either work together or wash out together. 


Alicia returned half an hour later. She stormed into the room without 
looking at me, threw her bag onto her bed, then pulled out her PADD 
and sat down at the desk, ignoring me so completely that | could feel 
the hostility radiating from her back. 


Well, it couldn’t hurt to try, right? 
“Hello,” | said. 

She ignored me. 

“Alicia, right? I’m Cassandra.” 


She continued ignoring me, though the tapping on her PADD grew 
slightly louder. 


“I’m interested in engineering. What about you?” 


| could see the knuckles on the hand holding the PADD turn white. 


This wasn’t going to work. “Um, if you like, | can ask to be moved to 
another room-” 


“| already asked,” she said irritably. 


They’d refused the transfer request, then. That snapped Hanlon’s 
Razor over to ‘malice’. Was this some kind of sick test? 


“Did they give a reason?” 


“Yes.” She didn’t elaborate, so | gave up and returned to browsing 
the next semester’s courses. 


That was the last word she spoke to me for the next eight months. 


I'd dismissed the Disconnected Support Group because | didn’t have 
the same issues other people with my (Supposed) history had, and it 
would be incredibly rude to waltz in and eavesdrop on other people’s 
problems when | couldn’t honestly claim to share them. 


Or so I’d thought. 


Alicia’s continued hostility-to put it /ightly; ‘hostility’ was a woefully 
insufficient word to describe her attitude-was part of the reason | 
ended up going to the first meeting of the Academic year. The other 
part was the fact that Alicia was a constant, unpleasant, 
unintentional reminder of my Psych Test. 


For what | can only dismiss as ‘dramatic reasons’, all Starfleet 
Academy applicants had to undergo an exacting series of tests, one 
of which was the dreaded Psych Test, in which the applicant is 
confronted by their ‘greatest fear’. It’s the sort of thing where the 
people who’ve been through it only talk about it in general terms; | 
suspect this was done as much to maintain the mystique and haze 


the prospects as from any real reluctance to discuss one’s own test, 
but it was certainly effective in doing so. 


| had a slight edge in that | knew the canonical example: in one The 
Next Generation episode, Wesley Crusher arrives to take the test 
and is instead caught in a deadly emergency with two other men. He 
is unable to save both, but keeps his head on well enough to save 
one of them, and passes the test. With that in mind, | expected some 
sort of ‘False Crucible’ scenario-probably one involving spiders in 
some capacity-but they still managed to completely blindside me. 
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It was about half-way through the testing period, and | was feeling 
pretty good. The psych test was always the last test-so they said-and 
| was confident I’d passed everything until now with flying colors. 
Max had a fuck ton of teaching perks, and since we’d been between 
Jumps, he could shuffle his perks around to slot all of them 
simultaneously. The result was that we’d not only been educated in 
absolutely everything a prospective cadet might need to know to the 
level that we could teach it ourselves, we’d also gotten a good 
portion of the first-year Academy syllabus as what Max jokingly 
referred to as ‘splash damage’. In short, we were doubtlessly the 
best qualified cadets in contention. 


It was a sharp contrast to the last time I’d had to take a formal 
aptitude test. Even if relying on perks was just as much of a cheat as 
bypassing the test entirely, there was something far more palatable 
about cheating myself up to the level of the test compared to 
cheating the test down to my level. 


At the moment, | was sitting in a waiting area, reading about history 
on my PADD and learning where this timeline diverged from the 
show; conveniently, this was exactly the sort of thing someone in my 
position would do. According to my documents, I’d been one of more 
than three thousand drones rescued from a cube drifting on the edge 
of Federation space in 2378 by the USS Rhode Island, shortly after 
Voyager had managed to nearly destroy the Collective at its heart. 


My existence from then until my insertion two weeks ago was more 
implied than anything else, with logs from the team of doctors and 
sociologists responsible for our care noting ‘varying rates of progress 
reintegrating into society’ and ‘expressions of gratitude towards 
Starfleet and interest in participation’ among some subjects. 


| hadn’t really thought about it beyond that-as a Drop-In, my 
worldline only began the moment I'd first appeared here. I’d been 
snuck into the universe through sleight of hand, inserted into a gap in 
perception like a stage magician taking advantage of cosmic change 
blindness. | was a rounding error, the records nudged to disguise my 
lack of a proper, causal history. In short, a Drop-In. 


That was the theory, anyway. 


“Cassandra Rhodes?” someone asked. | looked up to see a bored- 
looking Andorian man standing over me, consulting a PADD. Aliens 
with weird skin colors were everywhere, so him being blue barely 
registered; | did have to make sure | wasn’t staring at his antenna, 
though. 


“Yes?” 
“Come with me, please.” 


“Of course.” | put my PADD back in the case on my belt and followed 
him down the corridor. He stopped in front of a door marked ‘47’ and 
pressed a button on the panel, prompting it to open. 


Room forty-seven was a box about four meters on a side with a 
standard two-point-five meter ceiling. | assumed the walls and floor 
were the same blue-gray as the rest of the testing complex, but the 
light levels were low enough that it was hard to judge color, 
especially since the only light in the room was pointed at a single 
incongruously-twentieth-century folding table and chair in the center 
of the room. | could feel the hair on the back of my neck rise as my 
instincts picked up something very wrong with the situation. 


“Move,” the Andorian growled. He didn’t sound bored anymore. My 
first instinct was to turn and run, but before | could formulate a plan, 
he pressed a weapon into my back. | wisely decided against testing 
his reflexes and stepped into the room. 


“Sit down,” a heavy-set Bolian said from the corner of the room to my 
left; another blue-skinned species, though a different shade than the 
Andorian. Flush against the wall like that, he’d been completely 
hidden until | crossed the threshold, and now had a phaser pointed 
at me as well. 


| forced myself to remain calm as | walked over and took a seat. | 
didn’t need to panic, not yet. Yes, both men had weapons, but we 
were in a secure area; presumably, they were supposed to have 
weapons. This could be routine. 


“Look at her,” the Andorian sneered. “Like she owns the place. 
Gonna add the distinctiveness of folding furniture to the Collective, 


chippy?” 
| was getting the feeling that this was not routine. 


“Don’t even joke about that,” the Bolian snapped. He moved from his 
hiding place in the corner of the room. “Why are you here?” he 
asked. “What makes you think you’d ever belong on a Federation 
ship, chippy? A freak like you?” He walked up to me, phaser still at 
the ready. When | hadn’t responded by the time he’d reached me, he 
kicked the chair out from under me, sending me sprawling onto the 
floor. | wasn’t hurt; | probably wouldn’t have been hurt if he’d kicked 
me instead of the chair. As long as they didn’t use the phasers, I’d be 
fine. 


The phasers could probably kill me. | didn’t want to test that. 


“Don’t hit her,” the Andorian said to his... accomplice? He switched 
his glare to me and barked, “Sit down.” | calmly got to my feet, 
righted the chair, and sat down. The Bolian-| was going to think of 
him as Bert-still had his phaser pointed at me. Ernie had stowed his, 


and was content to simply block the door, arms folded across his 
chest. 


Bert clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Don’t tell me what to do. We 
both lost friends.” He holstered his phaser as he walked around to 
the other side of the table and leaned forward, resting his hands on 
the cheap polymer surface. At least he wasn’t pointing a weapon at 
me anymore. “I lost good friends to you, drone. What do you have to 
say to that?” 


“I’m sorry,” | said sincerely. 


“Sorry?” he screamed, slamming his hands on the table loud enough 
to make me jump. “You're sorry?” 


“Don’t hit her,” Ernie repeated. “You'll leave evidence.” 


That could either mean they didn’t want to leave injuries that would 
prove | was assaulted, or that they didn’t want to leave trace 
evidence on my corpse. | really didn’t want my ‘vacation’ in 
Federation space to end after only a week. 


Still, fighting was an absolute last resort. | wasn’t sure | could talk my 
way out of this, but at least | could make sure | wasn’t the one to 
escalate the situation. 


“I’m sorry,” | repeated. 


“Stop apologizing!” Bert yelled. “Monsters like you don’t get to be 
‘sorry’.” He stopped and took a few breaths, while | held my tongue. 
“Nothing else to say, drone? All out of crocodile tears?” 


“Talk,” Ernie told me. 
| swallowed nervously. “I understand that losing friends is terrible,” | 


said, “but, surely, you can’t hold me accountable for the actions of 
the Collective-” 


“I’m not talking about the Collective!” he yelled. “I’m talking about 
you! | recognize you! You killed my brother!” He reached down to his 
belt. | tensed, prepared to dodge out of the way of phaser fire, only 
for him to throw a PADD onto the table instead. When he didn’t make 
any further moves, | hesitantly reached out and picked up the PADD, 
and it began to play a video. 


It looked like part of a boarding action. Text in one corner identified it 
as being recorded on the engineering deck of the USS Shenzen in 
2377; the near-encyclopedic knowledge of ship layouts Max had 
drilled into me identified it as a Springfield-class vessel just by the 
shape of the room. There were eight crewmen in the room: just from 
a moment’s observation, | could spot a Trill, three humans, a Bolian, 
a Vulcan, and a Tellerite. Six of the crew were taking up position and 
aiming phaser rifles at the door, while the remaining two were 
attempting to barricade it; the Bolian had torn open the panel 
covering the access controls and was fiddling with the wires inside, 
while the Trill appeared to be trying to physically weld the door shut 
with a phaser. 


It didn’t help. The door blew inward, badly wounding the welder, who 
tried to crawl away as a single Borg drone entered the scene. The 
following... ‘fight’... was incredibly lopsided, and within less than a 
minute three crew members had been assimilated and the other five 
were dead. The drone surveyed the engineering room and, finding 
no further targets, turned to leave. The video paused just as the 
drone’s face fully aligned with the security camera. 


It was my face. Half-hidden under a layer of implants, but still 
recognizable. Unmistakable, really. 


| slowly, carefully set the PADD down, then raised both hands in front 
of me. One of my Borg implants was trying to compensate for the 
shaking, and | shut it off. Then | focused on my breathing, trying to 
lower my heart-rate and rising panic until my hands stopped shaking 
on their own. 


This was... this was a mistake. | wasn’t even here when that video 
was taken. Except that | already knew that | was being given special 
treatment, even if only slightly. Had | been written in, inserted early, 
events adjusted to make things ‘seamless’? 


| rewound the video and watched the fight again. It looked like me. It 
looked like Dreadnought, striding arrogantly through a fight like the 
second coming of Alexandra-I’'d seen enough news coverage of my 
fights. | could spot the moments where the drone moved slightly too 
early, the sixth sense of Evasion triggering from an attack it shouldn’t 
have seen coming; or slightly too gracefully, lacking a normal drone’s 
simple-minded brute clumsiness. 


This was impossible. It didn’t happen! Even if it had, that wasn’t me. 
If it was, it didn’t matter; drones were interchangeable. If it had 
mattered, if my perks had helped, more drones would have come 
otherwise. | still wasn’t responsible. 


Right? 


Except that | chose this scenario. I'd chosen how I'd arrive, just like 
I'd chosen to let that fucking shard into my head, to go in as a person 
bound for villainy. It was the same old shit. I’d resolved to be better, 
and I'd ended up in exactly the same place: watching a security 
video of myself hurting innocent people. 


No. Stop feeling and think, Cass! 


The facts, then. I’d inserted less than a week ago. My choices 
started then. Everything else was Management. 


The person on the video... it might have been my body. It might even 
have been me, from a certain point of view, but it wasn’t my fault. | 
hadn’t made the same mistake. | hadn’t gone in as someone evil, or 
cruel, or mean. Management may have back-dated my arrival a bit 
for some sort of sick prank, but | hadn’t asked for that, and the 
consequences were on them. 


| wasn’t sure | believed that-not fully, anyway-but | could deal with 
everything else later, when | wasn’t at risk of being shot. 


“Like what you see?” Bert snarled. “Watch it again!” When | didn't 
move, he grabbed the PADD and rewound the video, then shoved it 
into my face until it was pressed into my nose. “You like watching 
yourself, chippy? You like seeing the Collective win? That was my 
brother you killed!” 


“Don’t hit her,” Ernie reminded him. 


| took the PADD from Bert’s hands and set it on the table. Face- 
down, just to make sure | wouldn’t see any more of that... of that. “I 
don’t know what to say. | didn’t Know I'd been involved in any actual-” 


“You didn’t know?” he snarled. “You never thought about it, did you? 
The people you killed? That you perverted? You miserable, wretched 
thing!” 


“I’m sorry,” | said. “I don’t know what else | can say. What do you 
want from me?” 


“| want you to pay!” 


“How?” | asked. “How? What can | do to make up for that? I'd take it 
back if | could, but | can’t. / can’t! And nothing you do to me now will 
change that.” 


| stood up, staring defiantly across the small interview table at Bert 
as | tapped into the limited oratory skills I'd developed over my 
previous careers. 


“You think | like seeing that?” | asked. “You think | wanted that to 
happen? | could give excuses. | could say that wasn’t me, that I, as a 
person, didn’t exist then. | could say it would have been another 
drone if it wasn’t me, that my presence there didn’t change the 
outcome at all. | could remind you that before that-” | pointed a finger 


at the PADD, “-I was a victim, too! And no matter how true it was, 
none of that would help. | can’t change the past! 


“You know what | actually feel, watching that video? | feel sick. | feel 
violated. The Collective used my body to do that! It disgusts me!” 


| could feel my emotions flaring up, so | took another deep breath 
before | continued, “You lost people you loved, and | can’t fix that. If 
you have to shoot me, if that’s the only thing you came here for, the 
only way this is going to end, then do it. Kill me. You know what'll 
happen? You'll go back to your life and wonder why the hollowness 
you thought revenge would fill is still there. Starfleet will be down an 
officer who might have one day saved other lives-maybe three 
officers, if you haven't covered your tracks as well as you think. And 
all of those people will. Still. Be. Dead.” | punctuated each word by 
jabbing my finger into the back of the PADD. 


“Kill her and be done with it,” Ernie said. “You’ve wasted enough 
time.” 


Diplomacy had failed. 


Bert grabbed his phaser off his belt and aimed it at me. | kept my 
eyes on the weapon even as | formulated a plan. We'd practiced with 
phasers before the jump, so | Knew my Evasion perk was good 
enough to let me dodge them if | saw it coming. Twist to my right, 
kick the table into his face, and run towards Ernie, who hadn’t drawn 
yet and wouldn't be fast enough now. If the door isn’t locked from 
this side, | could escape out into the hallway. If it was, | had a human 
shield and a chance to arm myself. 


He didn’t fire. 


“An interesting approach, Miss Rhodes,” Bert said. He pocketed the 
phaser and walked over to his partner, all traces of anger gone. “Kill 
me now, or forever stay your hand’ is not a... recommended 
negotiating strategy, but you held your ground. You may return to the 
waiting room now.” 


That... that was... 
That was a test. 


| was so stunned, the ‘proctors’ had already left the room before | 
came to my senses. “Wait!” | yelled, running after them. “Wait, | have 
to know... was that real? The video, that was a fake, right? Right?” 


The two men exchanged glances. “I’m afraid | can’t answer that,” 
Ernie said. 


Then they left. 
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I'd looked up as much information as | could once | was back in the 
waiting room. The Springfield-class used LSR-88 internal security 
sensors. The recording I’d seen matched the output of such a sensor 
to within the margin of error created by the limited resolution of the 
PADD, and the angle matched one of the standard locations for the 
Engineering primary sensor. 


The Shenzen was a Springfield-class vessel commissioned in 2346. 
It was primarily a patrol vessel and spent much of the Dominion War 
on the Breen-Federation border, where it twice engaged Breen 
vessels attempting to cross the border into Allied space. Once the 
Dominion War ended in 2375, it was reassigned to a patrol route 
near the Alpha-Delta boundary, where it was destroyed in 2377 by 
the same Borg Cube | would later be pulled from. 


Those events could have happened. 


But... the fact that they could have happened didn’t mean they did. It 
didn’t prove anything: if the video was a fake, that just meant 
Starfleet had done the same research I’d done while assembling it. 
In the unlikely event it was real, well, / hadn’t been ‘real’ yet, not ina 
way that made the person in the video me. 


| thought I'd come to terms with it. 


The first night in the Academy, | dreamed | was there, in engineering, 
killing those people. | don’t Know if it was Alicia’s hostility, or being in 
the Academy, or just a delayed response to the stress of the 
entrance exam, but | woke up the next morning tangled in my sheets 
and covered in sweat. Maybe I'd actually gotten a new case of PTSD 
after all. 


Alicia’s response to my obvious distress was to take one look at my 
bed and go back to ignoring me. | was inordinately grateful that, 
however much she hated me, she didn’t feel the need to kick me 
when | was down. 
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Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 55: "The More Things Change" 


“Wow,” Tess said after | finished recounting the story over luncha 
few days later. “That’s an awful thing to put you through.” 


“The test, or the roommate situation?” 


“Both, obviously,” she said, “but | was thinking about the test. Do you 
think the video was fake?” 


“lm assuming it was, mostly based on Management's refusal to 
muck with history. | mean, they said they were editing records, so it 
might be that they made the video-which would explain why it looked 
so damn eerie-but that’s still ‘fake’ for my purposes.” 


“That makes sense. If altering past events is as much trouble as they 
say, they wouldn’t have bothered changing the outcome of that 
encounter.” Tess took another bite of her lasagna, then asked, “What 
are you going to do?” 


“The only thing | can do,” | said. “I’m going to the support group 
meeting.” 
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The Disconnected Support Group met an hour before dinner in a 
small study hall near the landing pads. It was a strangely modern 
building-‘my’ modern, that is, not 2380’s modern: stucco, drywall, 
and linoleum. While | was clearly suffering some of the problems a 
support group like this was intended to help with, | still felt self- 
conscious as | walked in and took a seat on one of the rather nice 


chairs set out in a circle in the middle of the roof. There were already 
six other people there: three humans, a Klingon, a Trill, and a 
Vulcan. They looked up at me when | entered, then went back to 
what they were doing; for most of them, that was tapping away ona 
PADD, though the Klingon was engaged in a quiet discussion with 
one of the humans. All of them had visible implants. 


Over the next few minutes, another dozen or so people entered, 
most of them human or so humanoid that | couldn't tell the 
difference. Several of them had no visible implants, while the others 
sported various ocular and aural nodes on their faces. After 
everyone had been seated, one man-one of the three humans who 
had been here when | walked in-coughed politely into his fist, and 
the few discussions around the circle quieted quickly. He was 
probably in his mid-forties, and had a very visible implant that 
stretched from his left eye all the way down his neck. 


“Ahem. | would like to welcome you all to the first meeting of the 
2383-2384 Academy year. My name is Ross, and I’m one of the 
instructors who runs this group. Usually... oh, there she is.” We all 
followed Ross’s gaze to the door, where another woman had just 
walked in wearing an instructor’s uniform. She looked familiar for 
some reason, which-combined with the fact that she was here at all- 
was enough for me to figure out who she was a moment before she 
introduced herself. 


“Sorry I’m late,” she said as she approached the circle, stopping just 
beyond the ring of chairs. “Some of you know me as Annika Hansen- 
or Professor Hansen, if you’ve taken my class-or as | was known 
years ago, Seven of Nine.” Hansen paused while people murmured 
or exchanged glances. “I see that people recognize my name. I’m 
not the first person to be recovered from the Borg, or even the most 
famous; merely the most visible. In here, I’m just Annika. It’s nice to 
meet you. 


“My duties as a professor often keep me too busy to attend these 
meetings, but | try to be here for the first one every year. The world is 
sometimes hostile to people like us, but the staff here are with you, 


and it is on their behalf that | welcome you all to a new year at 
Starfleet Academy.” Speech concluded, she sat down and folded her 
hands on her lap. 


“Of course, you should still treat her like a professor everywhere 
else,” Ross said with the cadence of someone delivering a 
punchline. “Thank you, Professor Hansen. Now, I’m not one for 
speeches, myself, but before we begin I’d like to explain a few 
things. First, we have two types of sessions: closed sessions and 
open sessions. This is a closed session, meaning that only people 
like us are invited. Every second session is an open session, which 
we allow anyone to attend. It is not uncommon for those who have 
lost friends and family to the Borg to attend our open sessions. | 
understand this may be painful for some of you; if you do not feel 
comfortable with this, there is no expectation that you attend both 
sessions. However, | would encourage everyone to at least try an 
open session; we moderate the discussion carefully, and it can be a 
healing experience for both sides to share their stories. 


“Second, please do not talk while others are talking...” 


The rest of the introduction was fairly boilerplate, and | tuned it out 
as | thought about the ‘open sessions’. It was an interesting idea, 
certainly, and the kind of thing that would fit right into a Star Trek 
episode, but | wasn’t sure it was a good idea. Putting people like that 
in a room together... well, they said they moderated the discussion 
carefully, so maybe it worked. 


After Ross finished the rules, we went around the circle with a short 
icebreaker: name, academy year, major, etc. | said my part when 
called on, but didn’t say much else for the rest of the session. Mostly, 
| listened as people introduced themselves and talked about their 
experiences, and slowly picked up the vernacular. 


We were an interesting mix; people like me, who had no memories 
of any life prior to our disconnection, were called ‘blanks’. There was 
only one other one here besides myself. 


About half of the remainder, playfully referred to as ‘temps’, had their 
full memories intact; few of them had been assimilated for more than 
a year at the time they were recovered, hence the name. All but one 
of the people who had undergone surgery to remove their remaining 
visible implants-which was referred to as ‘shaving’-were temps, while 
the last was the other ‘blank’ in the room. 


The rest-‘dreamers’-had fragmentary memories of their pre-Borg life. 
This was the most varied group when it came to memories: some of 
them were barely better than ‘blank’, while others were missing bits 
and pieces but were otherwise whole. 


Of the three categories, the truly unlucky ones came in all of them: 
about half the people had memories from their time as a drone. That 
discussion led to the question I’d come here to have answered. 


“How do you deal with it?” a Betazoid woman asked. “How do you 
deal with having been a part of something so horrible?” 


People glanced around uncomfortably at each other for a few 
moments before the Klingon spoke. “You must remember that having 
the memories of a drone does not make that drone you,” he said 
gruffly. “Do not blame yourself for the actions of another.” Several 
people nodded at his words. 


“Guilt is determined by choices,” the Vulcan added. “Guilt is for those 
who choose to act in a way that harms another. The Collective does 
not offer choice. It did not ask you to do those things. The Collective 
acted, not you.” 


“You did not decide to cooperate,” the Klingon agreed. “It is not even 
a matter of ‘following orders’. The Collective altered you to their 
specifications, and that alteration went on to act. Not you as you 
were before, or as you are now.” By now, even the woman who'd 
asked the question was nodding, though she was still obviously 
upset. 


“Separation is important,” Ross said, once it was clear that no one 
else had anything to add. “No matter what we remember of our past, 
keep this in mind: you are not the Collective. It doesn’t matter what 
they did with the body they stole from you; you had no part in any of 
it.” 


“How do you deal with people who don’t see it that way?” the 
Betazoid asked. 


“There are always people who judge a book by its cover,” an 
Andorian man said sadly. “That’s why we shave.” He nodded at the 
man next to him, another human whose implants had been 
completely removed. 


“You can’t change people’s minds for them,” the human said. 


“Then how do | deal with them?” she repeated. “People feel so 
disgusted whenever they notice my implants. It’s horrid.” 


“It's sad, but you may just have to avoid them,” the Andorian replied. 
“Stick to places you know people are more accepting. Going out in 
public isn’t an option for some of us.” He tapped the large implant 
sticking out of his forehead over his right eye; | inferred there was 
some medical issue that prevented its removal. “It shouldn’t be that 
way,” he concluded, “but it is.” 


His words were met with more nodding. When no one else stepped 
in, | spoke up hesitantly. “What if you have to work with them?” 


“Then you work with them as best you can,” Ross said. “Be as 
courteous as you can, but don’t go too far trying to reach out or 
accommodate them. Some people will never be satisfied, no matter 
what you do. Focus on your work and don’t let their problems affect 
you.” 


“If you are having an issue with another cadet, encourage them to 
come to one of the open sessions,” Professor Hansen suggested. 


“They can help people find constructive ways to handle their 
feelings.” 


| was pretty sure Alicia wasn’t going to go for that. 
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| didn’t show up to the ‘open session’ of the DSG that month, nor the 
‘normal’ session after that. There was a definite sense of... the only 
word | could think of was ‘disconnect’, ironically enough, between 
myself and the other Borg cadets. As I’d suspected going into the 
session, | didn’t have the sense of /oss that so the others had, nor 
the discomfort with the way my body had been altered. Far from it; 
I'd chosen this. I-the twenty-first century Trek fangirl-liked my Borg 
implants, and that wasn’t something | could ever say around the 
people who were still dealing with some pretty serious trauma, guilt, 
and various body image and/or self-identity issues. Claiming any sort 
of shared suffering with those people made me feel like a fake... and 
in a very real way, | was. 


| told myself | was skipping the meetings because classes had 
started, and | was too busy to attend. 


The academy courses were a lot more hands-on than Max’s 
compressed lessons had been-he can cram knowledge into our 
heads, but he can’t make us practice faster-but Max had prepared us 
so well that | could have managed a passing grade with almost no 
effort. With effort, | was at the top of the class. Structural 
Engineering, Projected Field Mechanics, Dynamic Inertial Analysis; 
the course titles sounded like pure Trek-nobabble, and the lectures 
and lessons themselves even more so. | suspected the fact that 
anything made sense at all was some sort of metaphysical system in 


play. 


In a lot of ways, it was like being back in college. Did | mention how 
glad | am that | don’t have PTSD anymore? Before | got my brain 
dry-cleaned at the end of Worm, | would probably have had a panic 
attack the moment I'd been handed the class schedule. Hell, pre- 


chain Cass would have had to leave the room the moment Max 
suggested going back to school. It was hard to believe that | wasn’t 
panicking. I’d spent ten years with the ability to fly, but the fact that | 
was back in college and not freaking out was more impressive to me. 
That was the real Jumper Grade Bullshit. 


Meanwhile, someone else who could really use a dose of Jumper 
Grade Bullshit to get over their hangups was Alicia. | was starting to 
miss the ‘You Are Not Alone’ perk I'd had last jump, but | hadn’t 
made room to slot it. I'd thought that firstly, it was a little weird to be 
wandering around with an area-of-effect mental alteration field on- 
perhaps even hypocritical, given my reaction to the post-jump clean- 
up-and secondly, that the UFP knew enough about mental health 
that | wouldn’t be called on to therapy people with my supernaturally 
calming presence. 


Apparently not; if anything, they were against mental health, judging 
by the fact that, despite three requests from myself and god-knows- 
how-many from Alicia, we were still stuck together. When | went to 
complain to the main office in person at the end of the first week, | 
was told that ‘interpersonal difficulties are something that [I] need to 
adjust to now that [I’m] among individuals’. It was only thanks to the 
self-control I'd developed as a publicly-scrutinized celebrity that | 
managed to make it back to my quarters before breaking down and 
screaming into a pillow for several minutes. 


Having exhausted the official channels, | bit the bullet and headed 
down to Professor Hansen’s office to ask for help convincing the 
Academy to switch my room. Her response was far kinder and more 
sensitive, but boiled down to the same thing: Starfleet officers were 
often required to work alongside people they didn’t get along with, so 
cadets were expected to handle any ‘personality conflicts’ that might 
arise with their roommates. Unfortunately, Alicia’s issues fell under 
that heading, so we were stuck together for the year. Professor 
Hansen gave me alist of resources for dealing with interpersonal 
problems, but they all required both parties’ active participation, 
which made them useless to me. 


Ironically, the best thing | did for the ‘relationship’ was to stop trying; 
without my pestering, Alicia walked her attitude back from ‘naked 
hostility’ to ‘aggressive disregard’, which was marginally easier to 
deal with. 


It was fine. Well, it was manageable. Our teamwork was practically 
nonexistent, but Alicia was happy to work harder rather than smarter 
if it meant not having to acknowledge my existence, and | was 
learning to work around her. The hardest bit was trying to figure out 
what she needed me to do without forcing her to sink to 
communicating with me, and it made every group task unnecessarily 
difficult and our results sub-par, but we were still getting the work 
done. 


| was often tempted to duck back to the Warehouse rather than relax 
in my room, but | decided to stick it out as much as possible. Given 
the general cushiness of my life this decade, falling back on the 
Jumpchain to handle minor problems felt like cheating. Well, | say 
‘minor’ because I’m comparing it to the things | had to deal with last 
jump; if I'd had to deal with something like this back home, it would 
have been the problem defining my life. At any rate, while | did visit 
the Warehouse every so often for social calls, | spent the vast 
majority of my time ‘properly’ immersed in the universe, and it paid 
off when | struck up a conversation with an older cadet who was 
painting model starships in the common room a couple weeks into 
the semester. 


The cadet in question was Gregory, an older man from Mars with a 
passion for physics and 22nd-century starships, and he introduced 
me to his circle of friends: another man named Daryl, who he’d met 
on the shuttle and was pursuing a similarly science-heavy path; 
Michael, Daryl’s roommate with ambitions of one day captaining a 
Galaxy-class ship; a Vulcan woman named K’Tol with a very un- 
Vulcan fondness for explosives, who was the only sophomore in the 
group of freshmen; and a Klingon named Kark, who changed his 
planned major and career path every time someone asked. It was a 
bit of an odd group: at twenty-eight, | was nearly a decade older than 


the college-aged kids; Gregory was thirty, having spent years 
working the family business before joining Starfleet; and Vulcan 
lifespans meant K’Tol was closer in ‘age’ to Daryl despite being in 
her mid-forties by human reckoning. 


We didn’t actually have many classes together, but | always had 
people to sit with during meals, and a consistent study group; after 
all, just because we weren't in the same class time-slots didn’t mean 
we weren't learning the same things. They weren’t ‘general 
education’ classes the way I’d known them back in the twenty-first 
century United States, but there were a lot of things that every officer 
ought to know-ethics, history, first aid, and so on. The knowledge 
Max had stuffed into my brain made me a pretty popular study 
partner, since his perks were extremely thorough in making sure | 
understood and retained everything he taught, and no one had the 
poor manners to ask whether being Borg had anything to do with my 
ability to imitate an encyclopedia. 


And speaking of being Borg: the genealogical family search I'd 
submitted just to be sure | wouldn’t have any more nasty surprises 
finally found a match shortly before Winter Break. The family results 
were more or less what I’d expected: my closest living family was a 
distant cousin who wouldn’t have heard of me. The only curve-ball 
was that I’d been in Starfleet before, as a crewman on the USS 
Asimov during an ill-fated survey mission from which it never 
returned. 


Obviously, | looked up the ship. The Asimov was an Oberth-class 
science vessel with a crew of sixty-two whose last mission had been 
what many Starfleet personnel pejoratively referred to as ‘rock 
counting’: indexing planetary and sub-planetary bodies for future 
surveying efforts. It was boring, tedious work that carried a certain 
‘lack of esteem’, so no one had thought much of it when the Asimov 
had missed one of its check-ins. By the time it had missed its 
second, and a search party was sent, the ship was long gone. 


From there, it was a short wiki-walk-esque journey through Starfleet 
records to reading about the region of space we’d been surveying, 


and then other ships that had disappeared in the same area. One 
name in that list stood out like a neon sign: the USS Shenzen. 


| stopped reading there. 


Eventually, the semester ended, and | boarded a flight to Risa to say 
‘Hi’ to Max. 
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Once | got used to the fashion nonsense that was the local ‘color’, 
Risa was extremely relaxing-for me, at least. Max was in for a 
slightly less refreshing time. 


“This was a mistake,” he mumbled as he sat down on the beach 
chair next to me. It was another picture-perfect morning on paradise 
planet, the sun warm and the ocean an unrealistically ideal shade of 
blue. “We never should have come back here.” 


“Why?” | asked. “What’s wrong?” 
“Trouble at four o’clock.” 


“Maxim!” a woman's voice called out. | looked over to see an 
attractive 40-something looking woman strutting towards us, hips on 
full display. “My dear, it’s been too long! Though | expect it’s been 
quite a bit longer for you, hasn't it?” 


“Vash,” Max grumbled. “I don’t suppose | need to ask who told you | 
was here?” 


“Perhaps | simply decided | needed a vacation,” she said, dropping 
down into the chair on Max’s other side. “I have fond memories of 
Risa, you know.” 


“This is the ninth or tenth time you’ve ‘run into me’ in the past six 
months,” he said sharply. 


She ignored the rebuke. “Who's this?” she asked, fixing me with a 
rather predatory stare. 


Max looked like he’d swallowed a lemon, but he introduced us all the 
same. “Cassandra, this is Vash. Vash, Cassandra.” 


“Nice you meet you?” | said uncertainly. 


“A pleasure,” Vash said with a friendly nod. She turned to Max and 
asked, “One of your companions, | presume?” 


“Where the hell is Ace when | need him?” Max grumbled under his 
breath. “Yes, she is.” 


“Old, recent, or current?” 

“That’s none of your business.” 

“Going to make me guess?” she asked. “I’m thinking recent. Too 
young to have come with you, but too familiar to be a new 
acquaintance.” 


Max just scowled at her. 


Vash wasn't discouraged in the slightest. “You must have had some 
fascinating adventures already,” she told me. 


The entire interaction was giving off a seriously unsettling vibe. “1 
Suppose you could say that...” | mumbled. 


“Ah, shy? Borg is a good fit for you, then.” She smiled patronizingly 
at me before returning her attention to Max. “I don’t Suppose you've 
reconsidered?” 

“Vash, my dear, you are simply far more trouble than you're worth.” 


“Pity.” Her smile took on a slightly mean edge. “You know, | might 
decide to just come along anyway...” 


“Don’t even think about it.” 


“You certainly know how to make a girl feel welcome,” Vash drawled. 
“Well, when you change your mind, Ill be waiting. See you around, 
hotshot.” She got up and sashayed away, leaving her untouched 
drink behind. 


Max took a sip from his own drink and sighed. 


“Okay, what the hell was that?” | asked. “Because that was fucking 
weird.” 


“That was Vash. Q’s little ‘joke’.” 
“What did he do?” 


“Ugh, that’s a whole story. Vash was one of Picard’s token love 
interests in TNG. Remember?” 


“No?” 


“All right. Well, Vash is an archeo-looter-think Lara Croft if she was 
the embodiment of greed. She was an archaeologist for a while, but 
she got kicked out of the Daystrom Institute for selling artifacts on 
the black market for money rather than, you know, doing archeology. 
She had a fling with Picard during TNG... for the most part | stayed 
out of the Enterprise’s way during Picard’s tenure, because frankly, 
he handled things fine on his own. One of the things | didn’t interfere 
with was Q hazing Picard with that whole Robin Hood thing-” 


“| remember that!” | said. “Captain, | object! | am not a merry man.” It 
had been a /ong time since I'd seen Star Trek, but that line was 
funny enough to stick with me. 


“Yeah, that’s the one. Vash got the position of Maid Marian in that 
little ‘game’. Anyway, Q got a bit enamored with her, and ended up 
whisking her away for a little one-universe ‘lite ‘chain’. You know, 
fantastic adventures through the local cosmos. They did that for a 


few years, but eventually she got bored with that and went back to 
looting. 


“So, that’s Vash in a nutshell. The other half of the story is Q. | 
mostly stayed away from the Enterprise, but there was one thing | 
wanted to change in TNG canon.” He drained the rest of his drink in 
one long gulp and dropped the empty glass onto the soft sand. “Wolf 
359.” 


I'd been meaning to ask why the Battle of Wolf 359 hadn’t changed 
at all from Max’s influence. The Dominion War had gone significantly 
better for the Alpha Quadrant, but all forty ships lost in the Original 
Timeline had gone down-including the Buran, the ship Alicia’s 
mother had been serving on. | didn’t know how much firepower Max 
could bring to bear in a ’verse like this one, but | assumed it would 
be enough to change the tide of the battle. 


“What happened?” | asked. 


“Q grabbed us-al/ of us, everywhere, all at once-and locked us ina 
box for twenty-four hours so we wouldn’t interfere with his 
‘experiment’.” Max practically spat the word. “He sidelined all of us 
so we couldn’t help, because he didn’t want us to ‘get in the way’, in 
his words. Ten thousand people died and the Federation almost lost 
Earth.” 


“What about the Battle of Sector 001°” | asked. “Did Q interfere 
there, too?” 


“No, that’s on me. | brought The Most Perfect Act of Worship-no, it’s 
not a pun, don’t ask-out to intercept the cube, and it went and did a 
transwarp jump right over me. Turns out the transition to transwarp is 
energetic enough that it punches straight through most forms of 
interdiction for the first half a million kilometers, so all they had to do 
was approach in warp until they were right on top of me-ona 
celestial scale-and then hop.” He sighed. “I felt pretty stupid, | have 
to admit. We still handled it. Not perfectly-a couple ships lost, 
thankfully neither ‘with all hands’-but better than canon.” 


“| have to ask about the ship name,” | said. 


“Of course you do,” Max said with a sigh. “Il named it The Most 
Perfect Act of Worship because | built it specifically to turn Unicron 
into a rapidly expanding particle cloud. | didn’t realize the pun until | 
went to take it out of the Hangar for Stargate and saw that Kara had 
vandalized the paint on the hull to read The Most Perfect Act of 
Warship-that’s W-A-R instead of W-O-R... of course you like that, 
you punster,” he added when | started laughing. 


“If you don’t like puns, why would you name it that in the first place?” 
| asked between chuckles. 


“Because Unicron considered himself a god, and let everyone know 
it. He asked about the name too, so | got the perfect chance to 
deliver the line.” He leaned forward and intoned, “The most perfect 
act of worship is deicide.” 


| snorted. “That sounds like something from Kill Six Billion Demons.” 


“Not quite, but good guess. Yes, | know it’s cheesy; it probably 
sounded better at the time because I’d been dealing with equally 
cheesy one-liners for nearly eight years. But that’s all way off topic.” 


He adjusted his sunglasses and leaned back in the chair. “Anyway, 
once Q finally showed up to let us out the next day, |, uh, punched 
him in the face. Hard; we’re talking ‘punch out Cthulhu’ levels of 
force. He definitely felt it, because he didn’t come near me for the 
rest of the Jump.” 


| whistled appreciatively. 

“Of course, he got his payback,” Max continued. “He grabbed Vash 
and showed her my... let’s call it a ‘confession’ about the ’chain, and 
she’s been annoying me for a slot ever since.” 


“What confession?” 


He chuckled. “Oh, right. When Picard retired a couple years before 
the end of the jump, | took leave from Deep Space Nine to pay hima 
visit and ended up explaining my... role, such as it was. | wanted him 
to join the adventure. What are you laughing at?” 


“Nothing,” | lied. “Sorry, just thinking of something Jenn told me a few 
years ago.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yeah. I’d snuck away from the Protectorate Fourth of July 
celebration and ran into her in the Warehouse, and...” | stopped as it 
occurred to me that Jenn might not want this story shared. 


“She told you she wanted you to be her mom, didn’t she?” 
Well, that solves that. “Yeah, she did. You heard about that?” 


“It was something she said when she first watched the show,” Max 
said. “I think | see where this is going. You had a rocky relationship 
with your father-” he stopped when | looked askance at him. “What?” 


| shrugged. “I keep forgetting how much you know about my 
personal life... no, actually, what | keep forgetting is that your 
knowledge includes things about my past and not just my future... or 
what could have been my future... you get the idea. 


“Anyway, | watched The Next Generation when | was really young. 
We had these big ol’ laser disks that had one episode on a side-the 
entire series, | think, all packed into a cabinet near the TV.” | let out a 
wistful sigh. “So... yeah, | guess all | have to say is that obviously 
you recruit Picard.” 


“| tried,” he said. “He declined. | was disappointed, but what could | 
do? He wasn’t interested. 


“Unfortunately, since | would eventually bare my secrets out in the 
open, Q could visit that point in time with Vash before | did it, so she 


started bothering me almost immediately after Wolf 359 even though 
| didn’t brief Picard until years later.” 


“And you don’t want her along.” 


“| don't,” he said firmly. “I’ve got some real questionable characters, 
but even Maeve is predictable, to a point. | won't take someone | 
can’t trust. The phrase ‘chronic backstabbing disorder’ is a pretty 
good start to understanding her, and not even a spot on the ’chain 
would keep her loyal.” 


“She’s that bad?” 


He shrugged. “I’m a stepping stone to her at best. Management has 
‘peers’ of some sort, and the last thing | want to do is give her a 
chance to ‘shop around’. I'd never sleep soundly again. Not that | 
had a great time with her hounding me; she caused me no end of 
headaches and made Sisko start asking questions about why one of 
his crew was acting weird, and it looks like she’s going to pick up 
right where she left off.” 


“Wait,” | said, “Ace was an admiral, and you were... what, a 
lieutenant?” 


“Yup. | had to play politics to make sure | didn’t climb the ladder-| 
wanted to be ‘on the ground’, so to speak. The captain may give the 
orders, but it’s the crewmen who get things done.” 


“And you still had friends in high places to make sure you got the 
orders you wanted anyway.” 


“Exactly,” he agreed. 


That concluded the conversation, So we went back to just enjoying 
the sun until something down the beach caught Max’s eye. “Oh, hey, 
someone | wanted to see again,” he said, then stood up and waved. 
“Sarah! Over here!” 


A figure separated from the mass of people milling around the 
covered beach bar behind us and resolved into a striking woman 
with bright red hair pulled into a long ponytail, wearing a bizarre 
Risan style of one-and-a-half-piece bathing suit and gold-rimmed 
sunglasses. She waved back as she approached, then pulled Max 
into a hug. “Max!” she said happily. “What happened to goodbye?” 


“| needed a vacation,” he said, grinning widely. 
“How long has it been for you?” 
“About three hundred years,” Max said. “How’s retirement?” 


“Lovely. Not that | didn’t have a good time while it lasted, but | 
needed something quiet. | like it here.” 


“Glad to hear it. Oh, Sarah, this is Cassandra. Cassandra, Sarah.” 


Since Max was making introductions, | stood up as well. “Nice to 
meet you,” | said, far more earnestly than with Vash. 


“Likewise,” Sarah said, looking me up and down. “Wait, Ace 
mentioned you! You’re Cassandra Rolins!” She stepped forward and 
grabbed my hand, pumping it enthusiastically. “Awesome to meet 
you!” 


“Thanks...?” | said awkwardly. 


She noticed my discomfort and glanced at Max for a moment. “Ah, 
sorry,” Sarah said. “I guess | got a little carried away. You’re from a 
prequel timeline?” 


“Something like that.” 


“Sorry. | only stuck around for about a subjective century before 
finding a nice spot to retire. Guess that wasn’t long enough to get 
used to meeting people | ‘knew’.” She shrugged in a what-can-you- 
do manner. “I hope | didn’t rattle you too badly.” 


“It’s fine,” | said. “Really. You should have seen my face when | 
heard who'd been teaching me CQC.” 


“| bet.” Sarah turned back to Max. “Where’s your better half?” 
“Snorkeling. Still looking for yours?” 

“Nah, I’d outlive him anyway. Friends and lovers are great, but 
soulmates aren’t for me.” We took our seats, Sarah taking the chair 


Vash had just vacated. She grabbed the discarded drink, took a sip, 
and pursed her lips. “Vash visit you already?” 


“Yeah,” Max said. “How can you tell?” 


“She roofied the drink,” she said, continuing to drink it as though that 
wasn’t a deal-breaker. Poison immunity, | assumed. 


“She knows those don’t work,” Max said. “Does she think that counts 
as flirting, or something?” 


“This one’s good, though. It’s almost enough to actually get me 
drunk.” 


“What is it?” | asked. 


“Hmm.” She looked at her drink curiously. “I think... hyvroxilated 
quint-ethyl metacetamin? The buzz is about right. Some dylamadon, 
too. Potent cocktail.” She drained the glass and set it back down on 
the table with a clink. 


| had to consciously resist the urge to shake my head and sigh. 
Jumpers. 


“So, how have you been?” Max asked. 


“The same as | was when you left less than a year ago,” she said 
with a snort. “It’s not like I’ve been going on any crazy adventures 
without you.” 


“You know, if you want, you could probably join back up.” 
“I only just left!” 
He shrugged. “You’ve got a whole decade.” 


“ll think about it. The adventure was nice, but | like peace and quiet, 
too. Didn’t get any of that back home. Never would have, without you 
stirring things up.” Sarah sighed and stretched out on the chair, 
resting her hands behind her head. “David, Art, Rita, Mordin, Me... 
you really make a habit of rescuing ‘doomed’ characters, don’t you?” 


Max chuckled. “I guess | do; | picked up a couple more since then, 
too. | think... a lot of stories focus on the moments where the best 
people fall. Or at least the most likable people. If | have a chance to 
intervene, why wouldn’t |?” 


“Hey, I’m not complaining. | got a whole extra lifetime from you and 
then some.” She reached up and lowered her sunglasses just 
enough to eye us over the rim. “If you weren’t such a powerhouse, 
I'd sign back up just to make sure | settled that debt.” 

“What do my powers have to do with anything?” 


She grinned. “You don’t need my help, is what. You got yourself 
another psychic to help out around the place, right?” 


“Yeah,” Max said. 

“Where is Diana, anyway?” 

“Visiting family.” They shared a laugh at a joke | didn’t get. 

“One moment,” Max said, digging a personal communicator out of 
his pocket. “Ah, that’s my cue.” He stood up and turned back to 


Sarah. “I'll be around for the rest of the decade, so don't be a 
stranger, okay?” 


“See ya later, space cowboy,” she said, shooting a couple finger 
guns his way. Max rolled his eyes, but he was smiling as he walked 
away, waving goodbye over his shoulder. 


“SO,” Sarah said, moving over to the chair next to me, “How long 
have you been on board?” 


“Depends how you measure time, | guess,” | said. “I had a single 
year ‘warm up’ in Generic Fantasy RPG, then spent a decade in 
Worm.” 


Sarah nodded. “I’m not much of a reader-| stick to the mind-rotting 
stuff-but from what | remember, that’s a pretty harsh world.” 


“That’s why we’re back here.” 


“Ah, so you’re really new,” she said. “You didn’t get to shop this jump, 
did you?” 


“Nope. But I’m picking up real skills and life experience, so | think it’s 
time well spent.” 


“Absolutely. Just /iving is underrated. That’s why | stayed behind 
when Max left here. | had everything | needed for a comfortable life, 
so it seemed like a waste to not have a comfortable life.” 


“| totally get that,” | said. Living had fallen by the wayside last jump 

around the time | got kicked up to Number Two on the Protectorate 
totem pole. “Okay, | have to ask. You know who | am and where I’m 
from. What’s your story?” 


“Ah, right, Max never does the full introduction, does he?” She sat up 
and turned so she was using the long beach chair like a bench and 
offered her hand again. “Sarah Kerrigan, Ex-Confederate Ghost, at 
your service.” 


“What.” 


“What?” she asked. 


“What,” | repeated. “You... holy shit. You’re serious! |... wow. Holy 
shit.” | realized | was babbling. “Sorry, it’s just, uh, | would never 
have guessed who you were.” 


“I can tell,” Kerrigan said, “and please, call me Sarah.” 
“You're reading my mind, aren’t you?” | asked. | wasn’t even mad. 


“Sort of?” She made a so-so gesture with the hand she was still 
holding out to shake, which reminded me that I’d left her hanging- 
something | corrected. “Just enough to tell that you have a mind, like 
hearing a conversation in another room without being able to make 
out the words. So yes, sometimes | get bits and pieces, tone, et 
cetera, but what | said was mostly based on the way you're looking 
at me-totally different than when | first got here.” 


“Oh,” | said neutrally. 

“To answer the obvious question, yes, | can turn the telepathy all the 
way off, but it’s unsettling. Makes me feel like I’m talking to a creepy 
animatronic rather than a real person.” 


“Are you telling me that not being able to hear my thoughts puts me 
in the uncanny valley?” 


“Exactly!” K-Sarah said, snapping her fingers in a way that left her 
pointing at me triumphantly. “It’s like body language: if you can see 
someone and there’s nothing going on there, it’s weird.” 


“Huh. Well, uh, nice to meet you.” | managed a smile that was almost 
confident. “I hope this isn’t rude of me to say, but you’re nothing like 
what I’d expect.” 


“Well, neither are you.” 
“Sorry! I’m just a little overawed. Again.” 


“What a confused mess this is,” she said, then laughed and lay back 
down on the reclining chair. “You know, I’m starting to feel like this 


entire encounter is like looking into a mirror.” 


“Because neither of us lived up to expectations?” | asked as | 
followed suit, facing back towards the crystal clear water. 


“| wouldn’t put it like that. Of course we’re different. People are 
defined by experiences. You're thirty years younger than show-you 
was. I’ve had a lot of experiences after | jumped out of Koprulu. Got 
a grip on myself, got some therapy, had some actual, human ‘life 
experiences’. A proper childhood, for one thing.” 


“| think it’s different for you, though,” | said. “For a lot of people. 
You... healed, | guess, but you still remember what you’re famous 
for. You still did some of that, right?” 


“Yeah, | am pretty badass.” 


“| didn't,” | said flatly. “I didn’t do any of it. I’m not sure how | even 
became capable of... whatever it was | did.” 


“You never watched your show?” she asked. 
“No. It was too weird.” 


Sarah nodded. “That’s how | felt at first, but curiosity got the better of 
me eventually. The sector turned into a goddamn clusterfuck in the 
Oh-Tee-Ell, and... well, yuck is enough said, | think.” 


“Things went better with Max around?” | asked. 


“That's putting it lightly. For me in particular. Sorry for the tangent... 
what were you saying?” 


“What was I... oh. | was saying that it always feels weird when 
people treat me like I’m capable of doing whatever crazy shit ended 
up happening in my OTL. | can’t really picture myself doing anything 
impressive enough to warrant a footnote, much less a spot on the 
box art.” 


“Everyone feels that way,” Sarah said. “No matter how much of our 
‘legend’ we did or didn’t do. For a lot of us, it was just... survival. 
Living one moment to the next, not thinking beyond the goal right in 
front of you. You mentioned CQC, so | assume you’re familiar with 
David's past?” 


“Yeah, course.” 


“He didn’t set out to become what he was,” she continued. “It wasn’t 
until he hit the end and looked backwards at all the challenges he’d 
conquered that he realized what he’d accomplished. Very few people 
set out to do the kind of things that make us what we are, and not all 
of us are proud of what we had to do to win.” 


“| guess | knew that, to some extent,” | said. “Sometimes | feel 
uncomfortable around people like, well, you-not because | don’t fit in, 
that’s a whole separate issue-but because | don’t want to come off 
as, well, a fan. | worry how they'd feel if | started fangirling out over 
meeting someone. Would they be flattered, or annoyed? Would they 
hate me for bringing up painful memories? Would they think | was 
dumb for being impressed by things that they didn’t see in the same 
way?” | paused, then added, “I guess to some extent I’m just overly 
self-conscious, but I’m also confused. This isn’t something etiquette 
prepares you for.” 


“If you’re really that worried about it, you could pick up an empath 
perk,” Sarah said. 


“That sounds awful,” | joked. “Then I’d always know how much 
people wanted to be rid of me. | couldn’t lie to myself about how 
funny | am any longer!” 


“I’m not exactly a high-brow sort of girl, but | appreciated your puns, 
for what it’s worth. | will say you’re much more self-deprecating than 
you were in the show.” 


“How much did you watch?” | think Max had said there were eight 
seasons, or something to that effect. 


“The whole thing. | watched a lot of TV during my free time. Mind- 
rotting stuff, like | said.” Sarah’s smile turned nostalgic. “It was all 
new to me. Even the most cliched stuff was brand new. | didn’t get 
any of that my first life.” 


“Being a ghost sounds horrible,” | agreed. “Uh, | mean, because of 
the... not the no TV thing...” | groaned and hid my face in my hands. 


“| Know what you meant,” she assured me, once she’d stopped 
laughing. “It was, but the important thing is that | don’t have to deal 
with any of that shit anymore. And the Federation’s a pretty great 
place to live, all things considered. I’m staying the hell away from 
Starfleet, though.” 


| slowly lowered my hands so | could actually face her again. 
“Retirement?” 


“Got it in one. Okay, so, my advice for meeting people?” Sarah 
pulled her sunglasses down for a moment to give me the same 
cocky over-the-frame glance she’d given Max. “Go nuts! Fangirl 
away. If they don’t like that sort of thing? Apologize. If they do... it 
can mean a lot. 


“You're not the only one who has to deal with self-doubt. I'll admit it’s 
different for you, because it’s so far in your future, but if | know 
people-and I’m one of the best goddamn telepaths in the galaxy, so | 
do-living your legend probably wouldn't change that. There are very 
few people who don’t wonder if they’re good enough, smart enough, 
tough enough, whatever enough. Learning that what they did meant 
something to someone in an entirely different world is... well, it’s 
really something. Especially if they feel the same about you.” 


“And if they hate it?” | asked. “If they don’t want to talk about it? If 
they think I’m stupid?” 


“If they won’t take an apology, you mean? Fuck ’em. If thinking 
they’re awesome means they won't give you the time of day, they’re 
clearly not awesome. And if they think you liking them makes you 


stupid...” She stopped to rethink her words. “I was going to say ‘fuck 
them, too’, but honestly, they probably need some encouragement 
themselves. And speaking of encouragement...” She leaned across 
the space between chairs to thrust a finger right towards my heart. 
“You, Cassandra Rolins, are coo/. You may not believe you could 
have done those things, but if Max hadn’t come along, you would 
have, and that’s a fact you should be proud of.” 


“| won't, though,” | said. “Not... not me.” 


“Not those things, maybe,” she said, “but that just means you'll do 
something else amazing, instead. Maybe here, maybe in Middle 
Earth, maybe hundreds of years from now after Max passes 
whatever exit exam Management has in store for him. You’re still the 
same girl who could build a giant robot from stolen plans and scrap 
and make it work.” 


“Except that the entire plot made no sense,” | protested. 
“Neither does Star Trek, half the time,” Sarah said. “Yet here we are.” 
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Humanity may have ‘moved beyond silly superstitions’ like 
Christianity, but they enjoyed a good holiday vacation as much as 
anyone. Winter Break was eighteen days roughly centered on New 
Years, so | got two full weeks of Tropical-Paradise-Planet goodness 
and a few days in the Warehouse before it was time to put my nose 
back to the grindstone. 


A new semester meant new classes, new schedules, new topics, 
and generally exactly the same experience. “Next verse, same as 
the first.” It was amazingly routine in light of the fact that | was 
studying to serve on a Starship alongside who-knew-how-many 
different species of alien life. 


Nothing particularly interesting happened until the end of the year, 
when we had our first practical. 


===-XSSKS=X === 


Last edited: Mar 17, 2020 


Chapter 56: "Perfect Storm" 








Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 56: "Perfect Storm" 


“Practicals” were something most cadets looked forward to the way 
elementary school students look forward to a field trip. They were a 
way to prepare cadets for what amounted to a ‘final’ for most of us- 
flying an actual starship in actual space under the supervision of a 

team of instructors-and that meant that they weren't simulated. We 
were going to go out and do an actual task. 


Much of it was make-work, but it was real: more like an internship 
than a lab exercise. They were generally some form of shuttle-based 
mission, usually combining three sets of roommates, with one Cadet 
taking the role of Command, Tactical, Science, Engineering, Medical, 
and Helm. They became more common over time, with fourth-year 
cadets taking several over the course of a single semester, but for us 
freshmen, the first one was a Big Deal. 


Humorously, Kark appeared more excited about wearing a rank pip 
than the exercise itself. Cadets didn’t wear pips around the academy, 
but since we'd be on an official-if trivial-mission, we’d be wearing 
them: a single solid pip for the commanding officer and hollow pips 
for the others, distinguished from enlisted rank pips with a stroke 
through the center like an @. When Daryl asked, Kark explained that 
he’d already gone through similar exercises before transferring from 
the Imperial Academy to Starfleet, and he didn’t expect ours to be 
anywhere near as interesting as those; | interpreted this to mean we 
wouldn't be hitting each other with painstiks. But the pips, he said, 
were a milestone. 


| was alone among my friends in not eagerly anticipating the 
assignments, because it meant | would be spending an entire week 
trying to work with Alicia-and by ‘with’, | mean ‘around’. | wasn’t 
expecting it to be pleasant, but my expectations plummeted farther 
than ever when | saw the assignments. Instead of the usual six, 
there were only four cadets in my group. | was going to be doing 
engineering (the only good news). A Cadet Shiss Ch'azhaolrihr was 
on science, and Cadet Ebav Ch’'othelness on tactical. That left Cadet 
Alicia Merrill in command. 


This was going to suck. 
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There was one session of the Disconnected Support Group left 
before the end of the year. | still felt like an outsider, but for better or 
worse, the last session fell on an ‘open’ session, where anyone 
could participate. Hopefully, | wouldn't have to feel like an intruder 
when there were other people of every stripe attending as well. 


At worst, I'd be an outsider to both groups. 


| asked Alicia to attend with me, and I’m pretty sure she heard me, 
but | can’t prove it. 


There were almost three dozen people attending this meeting, 
roughly two ‘guests’ for every former Borg. Another moderator I’d 
never met went through the basic rules, led the group through 
introductions, then opened the floor to discussion. Most of the 
session revolved around dealing with loss: one’s own history, 
autonomy, or body for the disconnected Borg; or the loss of a loved 
one for the guests. We started with the former. 


“| remember so much of it,” one man said, pausing to wipe the tears 
from his eyes. “I’m lucky that | never had to do anything | regret. | 
spent every day repairing plasma conduits, day in and day out, but it 
was so... empty. | was hollow. If I’d been myself, | would have been 
horrified, but | just felt nothing.” Several of the other Borg nodded. 


“| was a member of Unimatrix Zero before its destruction,” an 
Arbazan man said a few minutes later. “After a few months, | began 
to experience lucid moments while awake, and it was torture. | was 
forced to act out the role I'd been given, because if | deviated from 
my prescribed tasks, | would be destroyed.” 


The conversation also touched on the lasting effects, the things that 
stayed with you once you were free of the Collective. 


“On the one hand, | hate looking in the mirror and looking like this,” 
one of the temps-a Tellerite-said, waving her hand at the large metal 
interface below her eye. “But even if | get rid of it, I'll still have the 
internal implants. They destroyed my body, and no matter how well 
we fix the surface, I'll always be wrong inside.” 


“| still don’t feel like | belong,” another temp said, one of the ones 
with no visible implants or surgical scars. “Il was walking down the 
street and two people looked at me, and my first thought was, ‘can 
they tell?’ | tell myself they can’t, but the anxiety never goes away.” 
This time, | found myself nodding along with the others. Anti-Borg 
hate crimes were rare on a per-capita basis, but crime was rare 
enough on the Federation Core Worlds that the fact that they 
happened at all made them more than a full percent of all violent 
crime in the Core. 


Some former Borg were stronger than normal for their species, but it 
depended heavily on which implants could or could not be safely 
removed, which varied from person to person. The Borg sought 
perfection, and that meant optimizing a set of implants for every 
individual drone through metrics too convoluted to reverse engineer 
from even a million samples. The point was that many of the people 
in this room wouldn’t fare any better than a random citizen 
confronted with a torches-and-pitchforks mob. 


Me, though? My psych test had been a simulated hate crime, and 
even though I'd thought it was real, | hadn’t been afraid. It was 
another way | wasn’t really a part of the conversation; | had defenses 
to fall back on that no one else ever would. I’d been confident that | 


could protect myself, and even if I'd failed, | wouldn’t be dead for 
good. That was the sort of safety net that wasn’t possible outside of 
the Total Bullshit that was part and parcel of the ‘chain. 


The guests also had a chance to speak. “My daughter came back, 
but I’m not sure how to act around her,” one woman admitted. “She 
acts so different. It’s like | don’t even know her anymore. She’s back, 
and yet sometimes | feel like | got a totally different person in her 
place.” 


“Don’t compare her to who she used to be,” one of the former Borg 
advised her. “She’s different. We're all different. She went through 
something terrible, and that changes a person. The important thing is 
that you’re family. You can still love her for who she is now.” 


Another guest had a very different story to share. “Il used to hate the 
Borg. | mean, | still hate the Collective,” he amended, to awkward 
laughter, “but... | hated people like you. | lost my son at Wolf, and 
when the cubes disconnected and people started coming home, | 
blamed the people | could see. | protested to keep you off Earth. | 
regret that now. | didn’t understand. We’re all victims of the 
Collective’s actions.... uh, thank you,” he said, flushing and sitting 
back down to scattered applause. 


Overall, it actually managed to be the healing experience it had been 
described as, which surprised me. Perhaps | had been a /ittle 
uncharitable towards Starfleet Academy’s grasp of what constituted 
good mental wellness. 


Then again, the whole reason | bothered to attend the meeting at all 
was the fact that they’d seen fit to have me serve in a Practical 
Exercise under a cadet who | didn’t fully trust not to try to kill me in 
some way that wouldn’t be traced back to her, so nevermind. 
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Our tickets to the exercise were aboard the USS Tehran, a Nova- 
class science vessel currently heading out of the Sol System at warp 


7. The Nova-class was small, sleek, and state of the art, and the 
briefing room reflected that by being aggressively modern, finely 
furnished, and more than a little cramped. 


Alicia stood and addressed us as the two Andorians and | stepped 
into the briefing room. “Welcome, Cadet Ch... Chazal... Chazhay- 
olir... Chazhay-” 


“Cadet Shiss is fine, sir,” Ch’azhaolrihr interrupted. 


Alicia couldn't quite hide a grimace at her failure. “My apologies, 
Cadet Shiss, Cadet Ebav. My name is Alicia Merrill, and | will be your 
Captain for this mission.” She didn’t even acknowledge me. 


Introducing herself as the captain wasn’t an ego trip; we were to treat 
our aging Class-2 Shuttle like a full-sized Starfleet vessel, and that 
meant the person in command was the Captain. Which meant | 
needed to start thinking of her as ‘Captain Merrill’ before | gave her 
an excuse to censure me. 


“Sir,” we chorused. 


“Please, sit.” We took our seats. | went straight to the end farthest 
from my roommate, so Shiss and Ebav took two spots equidistant 
between us on the side opposite the large display screen, which was 
currently showing the Master Control Panel for our shuttle. Like all 
other Andorians I'd met, they were varying shades of blue; | stil/ 
wasn't quite used to the way their antenna tended to drift around. 
Not staring took effort. 


Alicia slid a pair of small service PADDs across the table to them, 
leaving me high and dry-a rather ironic phrase, as it would turn out. 
“Our mission is a weather survey on Yarilia V, a Class O planet in the 
Antares sector,” she announced. “The planet’s wind and rainstorms 
are significantly more energetic than can be explained by standard 
weather models. We are to set up a base camp on an island near 
the Equator and monitor a storm as it passes over us. The weather 


system is too chaotic to predict accurately, so we may be down there 
for between two days and a full week. Any questions?” 


Neither cadet spoke for a moment as they read through whatever 
was on those PADDs. Ebav chuckled at something as he scrolled 
down. “A Type-11 maritime weather station? There’s not going to be 
much room for us in the shuttle. Guess that’s why there’s only four of 
us.” 


“They’re big?” | asked. 


“Massive. It’s gonna be an uncomfortable ride.” After a moment, he 
added, “Heavy, too; moving it will be tricky.” 


Shiss tapped his fingers on the table thoughtfully. “What do we have 
for data storage? Those things collect petabytes of data in only a few 
hours, and we'll be there for days. It’s going to be a pain if we have 
to go and swap out isolinear chips in the middle of a storm.” 


Captain Merrill’s eyes flicked to me, but she hadn’t given me a PADD 
or sent me any of the files, so | don’t know what she was expecting. 
“We have a subspace transmitter,” she said, once it was clear | 
couldn't help. “It plugs directly into the dataport of the sensor station, 
and has enough power to transmit straight to the Tehran through the 
storm.” She finished by glaring at me again, obviously unhappy that | 
hadn’t been able to answer. 


“Atmosphere’s a fairly standard O-N mix,” Ebav muttered to himself. 
“Only eight percent oxygen, but the air’s denser than Federation 
standard at sea level, so the partial pressure is almost the same. 
Temperature: high of 35, low of 29, very high humidity. Twenty two 
hour day. Fauna... mostly crustaceans adapted to extreme weather 
conditions. Terrestrial soecimens up to three meters in length... 
impressive.” 


“Who's flying the shuttle?” Shiss asked. “We don’t have an assigned 
helmsman.” 


“Who here feels comfortable flying a shuttle in a storm?” the captain 
asked. Ebav and | both raised our hands. “You'll be on helm,” she 
told him. “Any other questions?” 


Neither of the Andorians spoke up, and | didn’t want to create a 
scene by forcing her to acknowledge or ignore me, so | remained 
silent as well. 

“Dismissed.” 
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| joined Shiss and Ebav on their way back to our quarters. “Could | 
look at one of your PADDs?” | asked. 


“You don’t have one?” Shiss asked. 
“She didn’t give me one.” 


“| figured she’d given you yours already,” Ebav said. “She looked to 
you to answer the question about the transmitter.” 


“| Saw.” 
“You two have a problem?” 
“Yeah. She-” 


“You need to fix that,” he interrupted me. “I don’t want to be marked 
down because our crewmates can’t get along.” 


“?’m trying. She won't-” 


“| don’t care what the problem is. You can’t let it sabotage the 
mission.” 


“Can | see your PADD, then?” | asked. “She didn’t give me one.” 


“Go ask her,” he said. “We’re not here to pick up your slack.” | looked 
to Shiss, but he shrugged and held on to his PADD, silently 
supporting his roommate’s judgment. 
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| steeled myself, then reached out and tapped the panel on Captain 
Merrill's door. The chime was met with a short, “Enter,” and when the 
door opened, | did. The captain was on the couch in her quarters, 
reviewing something on her PADD. She looked up at me, scowled, 
and then went back to whatever it was she was doing. 


“You didn’t give me a PADD,” | said. 
She ignored me. 


“| at least need to Know what | am going to be responsible for doing,” 
| said. 


She ignored me. 


“You don’t need to talk to me,” | said. “I just need the same briefing 
material you gave the others.” 


She ignored me. 
“If you won’t work with me, we will a// fail the exercise,” | said. 
She ignored me. 


“You are going to have two very angry Andorians demanding 
answers when we do,” | said. 


She ignored me. 
That went about as well as I’d expected. 


I'd had a lot of time to think about the Psych Test I’d been given; 
mostly about what the test was supposed to test for. From what | 


was able to gather from the small amount other cadets would talk 
about it at all, it was a test that rarely had a right answer. The goal 
was to poke a prospective cadet in the phobias as hard as possible 
and see how she responded. They hadn’t expected me to dare them 
to kill me the way | had, so what had they expected? 


Looking back on it, I’m not sure violence would have been the failure 
I’d first thought; if | had disarmed the cadets without hurting them 
more than necessary and taken them into custody, that might well 
have been a pass. If I’d taken the time to examine the video and 
determine it was fake (I reassured myself that it was fake), that might 
have been a pass. I’d barely made the cutoff score despite what | 
knew were excellent performances in all other categories, so my 
actual Psych Test solution had been only barely adequate. So which 
option would have gotten me a higher score? 


| wasn't sure, but it certainly taught me that the Federation wasn’t 
purely selecting for pacifism. 


So | walked over and slapped the PADD out of Alicia’s hands. 
“What the-what are you doing?” she snapped, rising to her feet and 
glaring at me. She was a few inches shorter than | was, but she 


didn’t let that affect the staring match one bit. “I am your 
commanding officer for this exercise!” 


“No, you're not,” | said. “You can’t be a commanding officer if you 
don’t give me any commands. You can hate me all you want, but we 
have a mission to complete. You are in command. Act like it.” 

“You need orders, twelve?” she asked. 

“Twelve?” 


“Six of Twelve. Your designation.” 


“My name is Cassandra,” | said harshly. / can’t believe she went 
through the trouble to look that up! My Starfleet registration didn’t 


have my old designation anywhere-she must have found the records 
from my initial recovery. “Cadet Rhodes, if you need to be 
impersonal.” We stood nose to nose, staring at each other. Neither of 
us blinked. 


Alicia broke first, turning away to grab the discarded PADD and 
thrust it at me. “Your orders, Twelve, are to do a complete check of 
every piece of equipment we’ve been issued. A complete check. | 
expect it to be done by the time we arrive.” 


| scrolled through the list. A thorough check of every piece of 
equipment would take all my free time for the three days between 
here and Yarilia V, but since | didn’t have anything else to do- 


“And the shuttle,” she added. “All systems, full diagnostics. | want the 
report on my desk before we reach Yarilia.” 


| wasn’t going to get any sleep for the next three days. 
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Thanks to the watch I’d retrieved from the Warehouse before we left, 
| could get by on a single hour of sleep a night and needed only a 
minimum amount of grooming, so | think it says a lot that | was tired 
and disheveled when | finally delivered the report half an hour before 
our arrival in the Yarilia system. I’d also given the Andorians a copy; 
maybe it was petty, but | wanted to make sure they knew that | 
wasn't slacking off. The timestamps on the various diagnostics told a 
tale of someone working around the clock to meet ridiculous 
demands. 


| would have been perfectly justified in cutting corners-say, simply 
attaching the shuttle’s previous maintenance log instead of redoing 
the entire strip-down personally-but I'd decided to be stubborn and 
follow the instructions to the letter to demonstrate how unreasonable 
the task had been. Does it still count as malicious compliance if the 
only measurable malice performed is towards oneself? Probably not. 


Regardless, | had thoroughly inspected every inch of the shuttle and 
every piece of equipment, and-unsurprisingly-it was all in perfect 
working order. The Type-11 weather station was as large as Shiss 
had implied, and took up most of the passenger space in the shuttle; 
alongside the survival gear and transmitter, we’d be crammed 
together in the forward seats like sardines for the flight to and from 
the surface. | was very, very glad that we wouldn’t be living in the 
shuttle. 


It was also heavy enough that / strained to move it, So we were 
probably expected to use our combined strength to actually get it into 
and out of the shuttle. Thank goodness | could brute force a solution 
to that problem. 


Once | was rested, | mean. | needed sleep, and since it was nearly 
time to go, | opted to sleep directly in the shuttle. It was among the 
least comfortable places I’ve ever slept, but | really didn’t care at that 
point. 


The shuttle ride was bumpy and awkward. Shiss and Ebav seemed 
to have caught on to the team dynamic, because they did their best 
to insulate Captain Merrill and | on the way down-not that there was 
much space in the shuttle to begin with, once the equipment was 
packed. The only good thing | could say about the shuttle ride was 
that it was short, and nothing bad happened between departing the 
Tehran and stepping out in a dreary downpour. 


As the first one out of the shuttle, | took a moment to confirm our 
position. We'd landed on a large, smooth slab of stone, bare of the 
dead-looking trees that clung stubbornly to fissures in the rock. The 
clouds overhead were golden, like a field of wheat waiting for 
harvest-where they weren't roiling black, that is. If | wasn’t getting 
soaked, | might have enjoyed the view. “We're on Island Alpha, right 
on target,” | said. “The storm system we're interested in should hit us 
in-” 


“Get the equipment set up,” Captain Merrill said impatiently. “The 
weather station isn’t going to move itself.” 


“That’s far too heavy for one person,” Ebav said. “We'll need to work 
together-” 


“| got it,” | said, carefully pulling the massive piece of equipment out 
of the hatch and hauling it onto my back. “I got this.” | barely had 
this-the thing was the size of a small car even in its compact 
configuration, and probably massed around a thousand kilograms. 
This thing weighs a ton! | might have laughed at the thought if | 
wasn’t busy straining to hold the thing. 


“Up that hill,” Captain Merrill said, because of course she would, and 
| tuned out the ensuing discussion as | huffed and puffed my way up 
what might be better described as a crag. It took a bit of careful 
maneuvering not to bang the Type-11 against the vegetation, which 
was surprisingly thick for an island with next to no loose soil. Shiss 
trailed along behind me carrying the other, lighter half of our setup, 
and within a few minutes we’d set up the weather station and 
connected it to the transmitter. Shiss set about calibrating the 
sensors while | rested. Below us, | could see Merrill and Ebav setting 
up the tents, so at least they were pulling their weight as well. 


“Cadet Rhodes?” Shiss asked, his voice echoing oddly. 


“Cassandra is fine,” | said, glancing over my shoulder at where the 
Andorian was working on the unfolded weather station. He’d crawled 
waist-deep into one of the compartments, leaving only his legs 
visible. 


“Alright, Cassandra. Um, if you don’t mind my asking... what’s the 
problem between you and the Captain?” 


“Ah,” | muttered. “It’s personal.” 
“Obviously. There’s nothing professional about the way you two act 


at all.” Shiss paused whatever he was doing to lean back and look 
me in the eye. “What’s the problem?” 


“The Borg killed her family,” | said bluntly. “Both parents, in two 
separate attacks.” 


“But you’re a victim, too,” he said. “How long did you spend in the 
Collective?” 


“| don’t know. | have no memories prior to my disconnection.” 


Shiss drew a sharp intake of breath. “Well... you seem very well 
adjusted,” he offered. 


“Thanks,” | said dryly. He winced and stuck his head back into the 
machinery to hide from his faux pas. 


There was nothing else for me to do here, so | got to my feet with a 
groan and headed back down the crag to help with the tents. 
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The weather system passed by without incident... mostly. The Type- 
11 weather station pinged our comm badges when it had an error, 
and Captain Merrill invariably sent me out to deal with it, which 
meant marching into rain thick enough to drink out of the air in front 
of me wearing nothing more than a Federation-issue all-weather 
parka over my standard uniform. At least the rain was warm. 


The transmitter was really struggling to get data through the storm, 
and by the middle of the second day, it lost the signal entirely. “Argh!” 
| yelled as | worked on forcing the transmitter to behave. “The data 
buffer on this thing is big, but if | can’t get a signal soon, we'll start 
losing data. This thing tested perfectly when | checked it!” | had to 
resist the urge to start pounding on the equipment in my frustration. 
“| can understand a storm interfering with something like a 
combadge signal, but this thing is meant to penetrate rock!” 


“It’s the storm!” Shiss shouted back, barely audible over the 
pounding rain. “We were sent here because the storm was special 
somehow, right? It’s probably related to the interference!” 


His input was not appreciated. “That’s not helpful!” | yelled back. 
“What are you doing out here, anyway?” 


“You've been out here for more than an hour!” 


“And I’m going to stay out here until | get this thing working, or the 
mission’s a wash! Can you help or not?” 


“What do you want me to do? I’m studying to be a doctor, not a 
scientist!” 


“Then why are you a science officer?” 

“The same reason your crazy friend’s in command!” 
Because Starfleet Academy said so. Of course. 
“What can you tell me?” | yelled back. 


Shiss waded over to the instruments on the Type-11. “The storm is 
more energetic than it should be!” he yelled. “It’s like something is 
agitating the clouds overhead! There’s energy being added to the 
system from nowhere!” 


| managed to stop myself from saying something incredibly rude. “1 
meant about the subspace interference!” 


“| think... | think it’s a feedback loop! Something in the atmosphere is 
capable of interacting with subspace!” | glanced over at Shiss to see 
him holding his tricorder, comparing the readings to the displays on 
the Type-11. “When the storm gets bad it starts whipping up 
subspace, and then the disturbance propagates back into the 
atmosphere!” 


“That sounds like a perpetual motion machine!” | protested. 


“Only because we can’t see the whole system. There’s probably 
some other object interacting with the system, adding energy!” 


“Great!” | yelled in frustration. “Amazing! | wish | had time to care!” 
The weather didn’t matter. | only cared about the interference being 
caused by... by the weather. 


Shiss was half a step ahead. “If the subspace disturbance 
corresponds to motion in the atmosphere...” 


“The weather station can see that! We can use the data to correct for 
the subspace disturbance!” 


We got to work. It was a lot of trial and error, since our only long- 
range subspace sensor was the signal strength indicator on the 
transmitter, but once we figured out which parts of the atmosphere 
corresponded to the interference in the subspace signal, we could 
modulate the transmitter signal to compensate for the bulk of the 
disruptions. The data light went from yellow (data buffering) to 
blinking yellow (data buffer near full) before finally changing to 
blinking green (signal good, clearing buffer). 


We sat back against the bulk of the Type-11 with a sigh of 
contentment and just let the storm wash over us for a minute. Then 
we grudgingly stood up and hiked back down to the tents to get out 
of the rain. Alicia continued to glare at me every waking moment | 
was in line of sight, and | honestly contemplated heading back out 
into the storm just to get away from her, but it was the middle of the 
night and sleep was too appealing to pass up. 
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It took four days for the storm to pass, and in its wake came the first 
bit of sunshine we’d seen since landing. With the work done and the 
sky clear, | could actually take a few moments to admire the planet 
we'd found ourselves on-or at least the low, flat island we were on 
now. The ground was mostly rock, but plants and lichens had 
colonized the island with abandon all the same. 


Trees burst from cracks in the stone, massive scaly trunks built to 
withstand the fierce winds and rain. Their branches stretched out in 


every direction like a skeletal mushroom cap, greedily reaching for 
every scrap of sunlight it could get through the nigh-omnipresent 
clouds. Even as | watched, bright blue leaves burst forth from buds 
in the branches, flicking water from the tree. Curious, | picked up a 
small stone and tossed it into the canopy, watching with interest as 
the leaves around it withdrew into their buds before bursting back out 
again once the disturbance had passed. It was a pity none of us 
were xenobiologists; | bet the trees would be fascinating to someone 
who actually knew what they were talking about. 


We'd chosen our landing spot well; the rocky hill (or hilly rock) we’d 
climbed was one of the only clear spots around. Everywhere else, 
the tree canopy covered the sky, now blooming blue all over the 
island. It was quite a sight. 


Captain Merrill interrupted my thoughts by marching onto the crest of 
the hill. “Are we ready to leave?” she asked. 


“It will be another few hours,” | said. “We had to modify the 
transmitter to pierce the storm, and that lowed the bandwidth below 
the output-” 


“Pack it up as soon as it’s done,” she snapped, and stormed off the 
hill. | sighed and checked the transmitter; with the storm gone, it was 
broadcasting on full power, and would likely clear its buffer in under 
an hour. | figured | deserved a break, but Merrill had other plans, and 
sent ‘Twelve’ back up the hill to sit and watch the transmission light 
so she could pack it up immediately. 


It started raining again while | was folding the Type-11 back into its 
boxy, relatively-compact form, and | spent far too much of the time 
fantasizing about disassembling the weather station into small, 
manageable bits with Alicia’s face. 


Of course, no sooner had | loaded the box into the shuttle-pulling a 

muscle in my back in the process-than Merrill ordered me to inspect 
the craft for damage from the storm while the other three loaded the 
tents and other supplies. | restrained myself to making a rude 


gesture at her retreating back before getting on with it. No matter 
how obnoxious she was, | could at least ensure that | had followed 
orders-and | had to admit it was a sensible precaution, if a bit 
overzealous. 


Unsurprisingly, the shuttle had not suffered any ill effects from being 
sprayed with water, no matter how much Yarilia V managed to dump 
on us. The only issue | could find was a slight stutter in the port 
impulse engine, which had almost certainly happened during the 
turbulent flight down. On the upside, I’d finally accomplished 
something from all her busywork. 


“Captain!” | called on my way out of the shuttle. “There’s a stutter in 
the port impulse engine. I’m going to-” 


“How severe is it?” Captain Merrill interrupted me. 
“It's about a four percent fluctuation. It should only-” 


She cut me off again. “Will it, in your expert opinion, prevent the 
shuttle from making it back to the Tehran?” 


“Unlikely, but it will only take-” 
“Then we don’t need to worry about it.” 


“Captain,” | snapped, “why have me inspect the shuttle at all if you’re 
not going to listen to me? It will take an hour to fix, at most.” 


“lam listening to you,” she growled. “You found an issue. It is not a 
serious problem and it will not affect our flight. Log it for maintenance 
and prepare for departure, Twelve.” 


| grumbled and complied. I’d actually been a little excited to open up 
the impulse housing on a real Class-2 shuttle and diagnose an 
engine stutter; I’d only ever done it in simulation. But, in the end, 
Captain Merrill was right. The odds of a four-percent fluctuation 


affecting flight performance were slim to none, and there was no 
sense delaying our departure for my personal gratification. 


Her calling me ‘Twelve’ was really fucking grating on me, though, to 
the point that | was beginning to miss her not talking to me at all. 


According to our mission window, we weren’t due back for another 
day, and didn’t need to be back for several more, but the weather 
systems were chaotic enough that even the computer on-board the 
Tehran couldn't predict the storms with more than 80% accuracy. 
One would be forgiven for thinking that Alicia really hated this planet, 
but it was clear to me she hated the company. 


And maybe the weather. Another storm was starting already, thick 
water droplets smacking against the shuttle’s hull hard enough that 
we could hear them with the hatch closed. We resumed our 
previous, sardine-can configuration, and Ebav took us up into the 
sky. It was a horribly bumpy ride, not helped at all by the stutter 
Alicia hadn't given me time to fix, but at least it was short. Until it 
wasn't, and the bottom dropped out of my stomach as the shuttle 
dropped three feet in freefall before the struggling impulse engines 
managed to take hold again. 


Ebav yelled what | assume was a litany of Andorian curses as he 
struggled with the controls, while | squeezed over to the side panel 
and tried to diagnose the problem. The issue was obvious: whatever 
had caused the stutter in the first place had hit again, and now both 
engines were fluctuating wildly. Of course, the subspace effects! 
We'd gone down in relatively peaceful weather and picked up a 
slight stutter. In the storm we’d hit now, the subspace effects were 
far, far worse, and the engines couldn't handle it. Both engines were 
now suffering around a fourteen percent misalignment, and that 
number was rising fast. 


“Hold on!” | yelled. “I’m modulating the power to match the fluctuation 
frequency!” | overlaid the fluctuation caused by the stuttering onto 
the input power channel heading to the engines, matching peak to 
trough to stabilize the resulting impulse stream. The engines went 


from fitful to steady, but I’d cut the total power by nearly forty 
percent, and the shuttle dropped again. “Wait, I’ve got it!” | went the 
opposite way, raising the baseline power back to one hundred 
percent and pushing the peaks compensating for the stutter well into 
the red, and was ‘rewarded’ by the port impulse engine exploding, 
which killed any chance we had of reaching orbit. Because this was 
a Star Trek shuttle, my control panel exploded as well, nearly 
blinding me in one eye. 


| don’t know how she did it, but despite all the cursing and yelling 
and falling and exploding, Captain Merrill managed to stay cool and 
collected. “What was that?” she asked. 


“We lost one of the engines!” Ebav yelled back. “We're at less than 
sixty percent T-W-R and falling!” 


“We need a landing site,” she said calmly. “If we hit the ocean, we'll 
drown. Shiss, do we have a map?” 


“Uh, yes, sir!” he said. “Miss Rhodes, your panel should be able to 
access the orbital survey!” 


“What panel?” | snapped. 
“Uh...” 


“Sorry,” | said. | peered out the viewscreen, straining to make 
something through the rain and thankful that my right, unaugmented 
eye had taken the brunt of the explosion. “I think | see something! 
Bearing...” | stole a glance at Ebav’s console. “Zero Eight Seven, 
maybe ten klicks out!” 


“Do you see it?” Merrill asked. 


“No, but if it’s there, we'll hit it!’ Ebav said. The shuttle dropped 
another foot. 


“Captain, you need to strap yourself in,” | said. “This isn’t going to be 
a pleasant landing.” Ebav was wearing his crash harness, but the 
rest of us had been crowded around the pilots’ terminals rather than 
in actual positions. 


“We only have two crash chairs accessible,” she said. “The cargo is 
blocking the others. Strap in, Shiss.” 


Shiss looked at our captain in surprise. “Why-?” 


“Ebav is flying, so he’s in the pilot’s chair. You’re the most 
experienced medic we have, so you get the other seat. Now strap 
in.” 


He opened his mouth to argue, then gave up and strapped himself 
in. | braced myself as best | could between his chair, the wall, and 
the bulk of the Type-11, and prayed. 
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The first thing | noticed when | woke up was that | hurt. A lot. The 
crash had bruised just about every part of my body, but | was still 
alive, and still in the shuttle-though you could argue that a lot of 
things counted as ‘in the shuttle’ at the moment, since one wall and 
most of the roof had been sheared off in the crash. You could also 
argue that nothing counted as ‘in the shuttle’ at the moment, given 
that it would never shuttle anything ever again. 


The old Class 2 had come to a rest on its side, which meant that the 
crash chairs were above me, parallel to the ground. My right 
shoulder had been dislocated, which made crawling difficult, but | 
was slowly able to make my way towards the gaping hole in the roof 
of the shuttle. It was still raining outside, but closer to the drizzle 
we’d seen the first time we’d left the shuttle. Some strange, modern 
instinct compelled me to leave a wrecked vehicle. 


Shiss stirred while | was shuffling past his seat. He groaned and held 
a hand to his head as he blinked rapidly. “That was rough,” he 
muttered, looking ‘up’ at the hole ahead of me, then ‘right’ to me 
when a bump to my shoulder made me hiss in pain. “Cassandra? 
Hold on-” he put a hand on the harness clasp, then stopped when he 
realized he was about to drop himself onto my back. 


“Give me a minute,” | said as | went back to crawling. 
“You dislocated your shoulder.” 


“Glad to know... we have... a medical officer...” | muttered as | 
continued to pull myself out of the ship. It felt like hours before | 
managed to get clear enough that Shiss could drop himself to the 
floor and drag me the rest of the way out. 


“| need to fix this,” he said as he examined my shoulder. “This is 
going to hurt-” 


“Then hurry up and do it.” 


He did, and my vision flashed white. When that faded, my arm was 
working again. “Thanks,” | said as | massaged my shoulder with my 
other hand. 


“It’s going to take a bit to heal properly, so you should avoid exerting 
yourself-” 


“| don’t think that’s really an option, Doc,” | interrupted, “but thanks 
for the thought.” 


A thump announced Ebav disengaging his own harness and landing 
on his feet. “Hello?” he yelled. 


“We’re out here!” Shiss yelled. 
“Where’s the Captain?” 


“Here!” Captain Merrill yelled back. She was walking back towards 
us, Carrying two boxes under one arm and cradling the other like it 
was broken. 


“What’s wrong with your arm?” Shiss asked. 
“Sprained wrist. | hope.” Merrill held it out for his examination. 


After a moment with his tricorder, he shook his head. “It’s broken. 
Where are the medical supplies?” 


“Probably somewhere on the other side of the island.” She nodded 
her head behind her rather than point with her broken wrist, and for 
the first time | noticed the trail of destruction we'd left. The shuttle 
had carved a path across the island; rather than a furrow of dirt, it 
had left a massive scratch across the rock, and more than a few 
jagged stumps where we’d torn through trees in the path of our flight. 


“What have you got there?” Ebav asked as he limped over to join us. 
“Food,” she said. “Are you hurt?” 
“Nasty bruise. | think something hit me during the crash.” 


“That might have been one of us,” | said. “Crash harnesses also 
prevent you from becoming pinballs.” 


Shiss raised his hand like we were in class. “What’s a pinball?” 


“Imagine a large ball bearing in a tumbler and you'll have the right 
idea,” Merrill explained. “Moving on: is the rain clean?” 


He took out his tricorder and began to scan the water that was still 
falling around us. “Fah,” he grumbled. “This isn’t working.” 


“Scan the water,” | said with a tinge of exasperation, “not the rain.” 
Shiss must have been rattled from the landing worse than | thought, 
and he was probably the best one to try and diagnose a concussion. 


“Sorry, sir.” He did, and the results were promising. We wouldn’t die 
of dehydration. 


Hunger and exposure were still on the menu, though. A quick check 
of Tools dashed my hopes that they’d scale to the setting; | could 
summon flint and steel, but not a hockey-puck-sized Federation- 
standard emergency space heater. Finding enough dry wood to build 
a fire was unlikely. 


| took out my own tricorder and turned it towards the shuttle. The 
news was grim. “The shuttle’s totally dead,” | reported. “Failsafes 
hard-scrammed the warp core, and the auxiliary batteries shorted. 
The computer’s fried, there’s nothing to power the subspace antenna 
even if it’s still functional, and I’m not sure the standard issue 
equipment would make it through the storm anyway.” 


“That’s going to be a problem,” Ebav said. “We’re on the wrong 
island. How long is it going to take them to find us?” 


Captain Merrill hesitated, running some mental math. “We're about 
fifty klicks out of the mission area,” she said. “It might take more than 
a week for them to find us. We'll have to go to starvation rations until 
we manage to find more food.” 


“Half rations and no shelter is going to be rough,” | said. “How many 
crates were we carrying?” 


“Two, which means eight boxes. We ate through most of a crate on 
the mission itself, but there should be plenty more out there, and we 
have a nice, thick trail to follow.” 


“How far, though?” Ebav asked. “We slid over most of the island, by 
the look of things. The trail could be ten kilometers long.” 


“They wouldn't make it that bad,” Shiss replied confidently. All three 
of us looked at him like he was crazy. “I mean, this is a test, right?” 
he said calmly. “Part of the exercise? We’re not stranded here. This 
is just an extra step. A surprise survival course. We’re not going to 
starve to death or anything.” 


“Even if it is, that kind of thinking would be marked down,” | said. 


“Always assume a real emergency,” Merrill said, then glared at me 
for having the gall to agree with her. 


“Well, obviously,” Shiss said, slightly defensive. “I’m saying that we 
don’t need to panic.” 


“We shouldn’t panic in a real emergency,” Merrill argued. “In fact, if 
this is a real emergency, it’s even more important we not panic.” 


| looked over at the remains of the shuttle. The crash hadn't felt 
controlled at all, but | had to admit that things had been arranged 
perfectly for a survival test, and the Academy /oved its fake 
emergencies. Limited supplies in a harsh environment, minor 
injuries... this might have been intentional. | wasn’t willing to bet on 
it. 


“We should get moving,” Ebav said. “The shuttle’s not good shelter. 
It'll attract lightning strikes.” 


The four of us shared a knowing glance; we all knew how Star Trek 
ship components reacted to stray lightning bolts. 


“We'll head back along the trail,” Captain Merrill said. “Anything that 
survived the crash should be there.” 
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| had to give Ebav credit: despite flying a crippled shuttle through 
hurricane-force winds, he’d managed to hit the island more or less 
dead on. If he’d glanced it, or overshot, we’d have skipped off the 
rocks and ended up in the ocean anyway. As it was, we’d plowed 
straight through the majority of the island along its longest axis, and 
that had saved our lives. We’d also managed to miss the mountain 
range on the southeast portion of the island, which would have been 
an even quicker end. 


There wasn’t much else to celebrate. We were bruised, battered, 
and dirty. I’d either injured my back carrying the weather station, or in 
the crash, and my uniform had a gash across the stomach where I'd 
dragged myself across a sharp bit of hull. We didn’t have enough 
food, the local plant life wasn’t edible, and we had no way to signal 
that we were now on the completely wrong island. 


Unlike the relatively flat island we’d intentionally landed on, the 
single, massive mountain on this one acted as a sort of wind break. 
The result was a few inches of actual topsoil colonized by larger 
trees, strange elastic vines, and stubborn, prickly bushes that 
snagged our uniforms at every step. To top it off, our hike thus far 
had been fruitless; the only things we’d found were bits of hull. 


We couldn't even reliably follow the shuttle’s trail: at several points, 
we’d skipped off the ground like a stone on a lake, flying over the 
rocks and trees for a time before slamming back down and 
continuing to tumble. The first few times-which would be the last few 


times to anything that had witnessed our crash-the flight was short, 
and we could pick up the trail without issue. Within a few kilometers, 
however, the skips had grown long enough that we simply had to 
trace the right direction and start walking. This time, we didn’t pick up 
the trail again. 


With another storm picking up, Captain Merrill made the command 
decision to seek shelter. The wind was blowing heavily in one 
direction, so we clustered up against a large, slightly concave 
boulder and hoped for the best. It didn’t do much to keep the rain off, 
but we were sheltered from the debris the wind swept up. 


Once we’d settled down in our temporary shelter as best we were 
able, Shiss eased the tension with some stories from his childhood 
on Andoria. | was missing a bit of cultural context, but it passed the 
time well enough. 


Compared to the time I’d spent sharing a tent with Alicia, spending 
the rest of the day in the lee of a large rock with Captain Merrill was 
strangely bearable. Something about the crisis had brought out a 
stoicism that was far easier to deal with than her previous behavior, 
even if her actual treatment of me had barely changed. It seemed 
she found it easier to simply ignore who | was, at least as long as | 
didn’t do anything to draw attention to myself-which | ended up doing 
anyway. 


“Rations,” the Captain said as the sun began to set behind the 
unyielding cloud cover. She took two foil-wrapped packages out of 
the box she’d been carrying. “A standard crate has eight boxes of 
twenty-four ration cubes. We have one unopened box and slightly 
less than half of another. Each ration cube is a little over eight 
hundred calories. Standard rations during periods of physical 
exertion are one cube per meal. We’re going to be making due with 
half a cube, twice a day.” 


“How much is ‘slightly less than half?” Shiss asked. 


“Ten.” 


Given the distance we’d traveled from our original mission area and 
standard Starfleet search patterns on an O-class planet with this 
level of atmospheric sensor interference, a search team would 
encounter the wreckage of our shuttle three to four days after they 
started searching under the best-case scenario. The worst-case 
scenario was that they mis-modeled our flight path, in which case it 
might take as long as two weeks before they stumbled across the 
wreck. Worse, said search would only commence twenty-four hours 
after the end of our mission window, which wasn’t for another five 
days. As such, we had between eight and eighteen days before we 
were found. 


Thirty-four 800-calorie cubes-chalky species-agnostic nutrient blocks 
that were closer to protein-bars in shape than their name would 
imply-meant 27,200 calories. Under normal circumstances, we’d 
each eat 2400 calories over three meals for a total of 9600 calories 
per day, exhausting our supplies in under three days. With the 
reduced rations, we’d each be eating only 800 calories each, for a 
total of 3200 calories per day. That would stretch our supplies to 
around eight days, assuming we weren't able to find more rations- 
enough for the best case and not much more. Simple math. 


Except that I’d tucked my watch into my work belt before we boarded 
the Tehran, which reduced my need for food by ninety percent. If | 
ate 2000 calories, my body would act like | ate 2000 calories, but if | 
only ate 200 calories, my body would still act like | ate 2000. That 
meant that rather than eating 800 calories a day, | could get by on 
80-round it to 100 for convenience-with roughly the same effect as 
everyone else. Thus, instead of 3200 calories, we’d only need 2500 
calories per day, increasing our supply to more than eleven days. We 
still didn’t have enough, but it gave us longer to try to find more 
before we’d become too weak to keep searching. 


“| don’t need that much,” | said. “Il can survive on two hundred 
calories a day for a couple weeks without ill effects. Starvation 
rations would be one half cube every four days.” 


I'd expected her to be relieved. I’d considered the possibility that 
she’d use this as an excuse to deny me food at all. Instead, she 
glared daggers at me, the knuckles on her good hand going white on 
the ration box. “Fine,” she ground out. 


Shiss broke the cubes in half and handed them out. | took a single 
bite from mine and wrapped the remainder in the foil it had come in 
for ‘breakfast’ the next day; it tasted like someone had spent three 
hours describing cinnamon to a bag of white flour, but | already 
wanted another bite. 


Alicia dumped the remaining ration cubes into a pile and set the 
open box out to collect rainwater so we could refill our canteens in 
the morning. Then we hunkered down in a damp and miserable little 
huddle and tried to ignore the cold and hunger. 


None of us slept well that night. 


The storm didn’t let up until nearly midday, and our continued search 
was off to a bad start. 


“Are we sure we're even going in the right direction?” Ebav asked 
after an hour of walking. “We strayed off the path for shelter last 
night, and I’m not sure we're back on track.” 


“Do you have a way to check?” Captain Merrill asked unhappily. 
“| could climb a tree,” Shiss suggested. 
“You don’t know that’s safe,” | said. 


“Relax,” he said. “We'll be fine.” He climbed onto a rock bearing one 
of the largest trees I’d seen-a different type than on the other island, 
closer to a fir tree than the weird flat-canopy savanna-esque trees 
from our initial landing spot-and began hauling himself up the trunk, 
using the heavy knotholes as hand and footholds. Shiss impressed 


me; in under a minute, he’d climbed a tree more than twelve meters 
tall. “Il see it! There’s another scrape about two hundred meters that 
way!” He pointed nearly perpendicular to our previous heading and 

grinned down at us. “Does that answer your question, Captain?” 


“Good work,” Captain Merrill said. “Now get down here, carefully.” 


“Sure thing!” Shiss snapped a salute and stepped down onto the 
massive, gnarled branch below him-which promptly broke like it was 
made of styrofoam, sending him plummeting to the ground with a 
horrible crash. Ebav was the first to reach him, and the cry he let out 
was awful to hear; by the time | caught up with him, he was cursing 
in Andorian as he checked over his roommate, quietly repeating the 
same word the way | might stand around muttering shit shit shit shit. 


Shiss himself was silent, teeth clenched in pain as he clutched his 
leg, where two different bones had been thrust through the skin far 
enough that his right leg was more than a dozen centimeters shorter 
than his left. Just looking at the injury made me feel queasy. 


“Why do we not have a medical officer?” | asked, not really expecting 
an answer. 


“Because he’s the medic,” Alicia said numbly. | glanced over at her in 
surprise, but she was still staring at Shiss’ injury. 


“He’s hurt, bad,” Ebav said. “Not just the break-he’s got wood chips 
all over his back. The normal first aid kit was in the back with the 
tents, and the emergency kit was on the missing wall. We don’t have 
anything.” His voice was shaking. 


| stopped and tried to remember my lessons on Andorians. 
Differential xenophysiology: higher metabolic rate, increased caloric 
consumption, increased rate of exhaustion, increased rate of 
recovery from fatigue, increased rate of soft tissue healing, 
decreased sensitivity to exposure including temperature and 
dehydration, increased vulnerability to infection through wounds and 
broken skin, increased vulnerability to shock from severe injury. 


This was really fucking bad. 


“Sorry,” Shiss hissed. “Should have... tested my footing. | messed 
up.” 


“Apologize later,” Merrill said. “We need a new plan.” 


“Don’t bother,” Shiss groaned. “I failed the test. We can’t keep going 
now; | need urgent medical attention.” 


| glanced at Ebav. “We need to keep going,” Ebav said. “We can’t 
just stop.” 


“We have to,” Shiss said. “Cancel the test. | need antiseptics and 
dermal regeneration before infection sets in.” 


The four of us waited in the vain hope that a Starfleet officer would 
appear from behind a rock and flunk the lot of us before whisking us 
off-planet. Half a minute later, we were still there, standing in the 
rain, stranded. 


“We need to move,” Captain Merrill said. “That mountain isn’t a 
volcanic formation. It’s likely the geological upthrust is mostly 
limestone, which means caves we can shelter in until rescue.” 
“He may not have enough time to wait,” Ebav warned her. 


“| know,” she replied, “but he can’t walk.” 


“I'll be fine,” Shiss ground out through gritted teeth. “Captain’s right. 
We need to move.” 


“What about the leg?” | asked. “Do we try to straighten it, or leave 
it?” 


| looked to Ebav for an answer, and he looked to Shiss. The 
wounded Andorian shivered slightly. 


“Straighten it,” Shiss said, with the air of a man sentencing himself to 
death. 


We didn’t make it far before another storm hit. Ebav and | were 
trading off on carrying Shiss, since Alicia only had one usable hand; 
I'd have done it alone, but my back and shoulder were still injured. 
The rising storm and fading light reduced visibility to nearly zero, 
even with our lamps, forcing us to take what little shelter we could 
and settle in for the night. 


After ‘dinner’, Ebav and | did our best to tend to the wounds on 
Shiss’ back. We were able to get most of the splinters out, but we 
didn’t have disinfectant to treat the wounds, or even bandages to 
cover them, and that was a serious problem. Andoria was an ice 
planet, which meant few microorganisms survived on the surface; 
pre-spaceflight, injured Andorians could simply pack their wounds 
with snow. Their immune system was robust enough to fight off most 
communicable diseases-arguably more so than humans, given the 
way we got sick from exposure to weather they'd consider ‘mild’-but 
they relied on their skin for defense against infection, and Shiss had 
a lot of broken skin. 


Under his direction, | shorted the power cell from his tricorder and 
used it to cauterize the scrapes and punctures. It was the best we 
could do. 
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The storm quieted down a bit overnight, but it was raging again by 
dawn-such as it was, given the continuing cloud cover. Down six 
ration cubes, we peered out from under our rock into the dim half- 
light and tried to decide what to do. 


“We’re going too slowly,” Ebav said. He’d taken to pacing at the edge 
of the shelter, a hollow too shallow to call a cave in the side of a hill, 
and his nervous energy wasn’t helping. 


“| know,” Merrill agreed. “We may not be able to salvage anything 
after all. But the math is sound: we’ll be found in about seven days.” 


Seven days was optimistic, but | didn’t correct her estimate. 
“We don’t have seven days!” 
“Our food-” 


“I’m not talking about food, you f’thoss!” he snapped. “He'll be long 
dead by the time rescue gets here!” 


“What's the alternative?” Merrill asked. 
“We get moving, obviously.” 


“Don’t be ridiculous! We can’t see anything out there!” She lit her 
lamp and pointed it into the storm to make her point; the wall of 
rainwater reflected the light like a curtain, blinding us to anything 
beyond. 


“What's the alternative?” Ebav echoed. “Going caving at the 
mountain? I’m not going to hide under a rock while we wait for him to 
die! We need to find the transmitter and signal for help!” 


“If we go out there, we'll a// be dead long before we find anything 
worth salvaging,” Merrill explained patiently. “Even if we don’t slip 
and break another leg, the wind and rain will kill us soon enough.” 


“Then /’// go! I’ve survived worse weather than this!” 

“That’s extremely risky,” | said, stepping into the argument for the 
first time. “The interference from the storm means our combadges 
barely work. We'd be totally out of contact.” 


“We’re not splitting up,” Captain Merrill insisted, “even if the 
combadges worked. Staying together is paramount.” 


“No, survival is paramount,” Ebav said. “If we’re not going to survive 
together, what’s the point of staying together at all?” 


“Do you really think you can find anything in that?” she demanded, 
waving at the raging storm outside. 


“It’s better than hiding in a cave and waiting to die!” Ebav held 
Alicia’s glare for a moment, then turned to me. “Cassandra-” 


“This isn’t a democracy!” Merrill said. “We are not going out there!” 


“You idiot!” Ebav yelled. “You're killing him! He doesn’t have time to 
wait for a rescue party to stumble over us!” 


“We! Cannot! Survive! The! Storm! You know what’s going to 
happen? You're going to walk out there and disappear, and then 
we'll only have two people to share the load-” 


“The load?” he roared, stepping into her face. “You know what / think 
would happen? I'd walk out there, and you'd /eave him behind when 
you followed me, because you've already given up!” 


“You take that back!” she screamed. “I am not going to leave anyone 
behind! You want to gamble all our lives on a desperate one-in-a- 
million prayer that you manage to stumble across a working radio in 
complete blindness! | won’t put everyone’s lives at risk just to lessen 
the risk to one person!” 


“Cap... tain’s... right...” Shiss mumbled. “I can... last... a week...” 


“Be quiet!” Ebav snapped. “You’re not going to last a day at this 
rate!” 


“Ebav!” | said, shocked. 


“I’m right!” he shouted as he spun to face me, pointing his finger right 
at my face. “You know I’m right!” 


Merrill was unmoved. “You have your orders, Cadet!” 


“Then this is a mutiny!” Ebav shouted. He reached up and tried to 
tear the hollow Cadet pip out of his collar, only to be stymied by the 
tough, tear-resistance fabric. 


| grabbed his arm before he could finish. “We don’t even know if any 
of the equipment is still usable, or how far away it is,” | reminded 
him. 


“I’d rather risk it all on a long shot than give up!” 


“As | thought.” Alicia turned her back on him and stalked off as far as 
our little rock shelter allowed. 


Ebav watched her go with tears in his eyes. “You know I'm right,” he 
said. “We need to find the transmitter. It doesn’t matter how 
damaged it is, as long as we can get a signal out.” 


| shook my head. “You could walk right past the transmitter and 
never know it.” 


“We have to try! Sitting here, walking for an hour or two in between 
storms-it’s not going to work! We'll be here for the full week, and you 
know he won't last that long.” 


“Splitting up would be bad enough if we could stay in contact. If you 
go out there, you’re on your own. What happens if you get injured 
too?” 


“Then at least I'll have died trying!” he yelled. “Why are you agreeing 
with her? She doesn’t see you as anything but a machine!” 


“It doesn’t matter what she thinks of me,” | lied. “We need to stick 
together-” 


“Then stick together! Go on! Enjoy being treated like a slave!” Ebav 
gave me a hard shove away from Shiss, then carefully put his friend 
on his shoulders. “I don’t trust you two to take care of him,” he said 
when | looked like | might argue. 


“| wouldn’t abandon him!” 

“You already have.” He squared his shoulders and turned away. 
“Wait!” | yelled. “Ebav, wait!” 

He twisted around to glare at me. “Why?” 

| pointed at the containers of ration cubes. 
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The moment the storm died down-around an hour before noon-Alicia 
stormed out of the cave. | grabbed the half-box of Ration Cubes 
Ebav had left us and headed out as well, only to immediately lose 
track of her. It wasn’t until I'd backtracked back to our shelter that | 
realized that she’d turned east, abandoning the shuttle trail 
completely. 


It took me a few minutes to catch up to her, since the rain was still 
coming down steadily enough to make walking on the slick rocks 
difficult. “Where’s Shiss?” she asked. 


“With Ebav,” | said simply. “Where are you going?” 
She didn't reply. 


It didn’t take long until we reached the base of the mountain. Captain 
Merrill scanned the land around us with her tricorder in silence for a 
few moments before heading off without a word, leading me straight 
to a crack in the side of a cliff that quickly widened into a large 
cavern. It was large enough to fit a half-dozen shuttles if we didn’t 
mind scraping them against the walls on the way in, SO we were 
nicely sheltered from the storm that was already picking up again. 
We ate our allotted ration cubes, and then Captain Merrill assigned 
me first watch while she slept. 


| spent the next two hours staring out at the storm, wondering if I’d 
ever see the two Andorians again. 


My vigil was interrupted by a noise from the back of the cave. | 
turned around slowly, to see Alicia sitting up, staring at the wall. 
Curious, | stood up and headed over to see what she was doing. 
She had her back to me, but from the way she was breathing, | could 
tell she was crying quietly into her hands. 


She must have sensed me hovering nearby. “Here to gloat?” she 
asked. “Tell me this is all my fault?” 


“No...?” | said curiously. “How is this your fault?” 


“| didn’t listen to you when you said the shuttle was damaged. You 
were right, | was wrong. That’s what you want to hear, right?” 


“No, it’s not,” | said. “I didn’t think the problem was significant, either.” 


“But you would have fixed it,” she said. “I ordered you not to adjust 
it.” 


“Yeah, you did, but | could have argued. | agreed with you. It was a 
four percent fluctuation-nowhere near enough to crash the shuttle.” 


Alicia wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Why did it crash, then?” 


“It’s the storm,” | said. “Something in the atmosphere interacts with 
subspace in a way I’ve never heard of. Driving an old shuttle like a 
Class 2 through a disturbance like that is like pouring gravel into an 
air intake. We went right through a disturbance, and it chewed up the 
impulse thrusters.” 


“My fault,” Alicia muttered. “Shiss tried to explain the weather thing to 
me, but | wasn’t listening. | didn’t listen to him. | didn’t listen to you. | 
drove Ebav away.” She had to pause and wipe her nose again. “Why 
are you even here, Twelve?” she asked. “You could have followed 
them.” 


“Someone needed to stay with you,” | said, biting back my 
annoyance at her sti// calling me ‘Twelve’. “You forgot your rations.” 


“Rations?” she snapped, twisting around to face me. “Rations? You 
came with me to make sure | had food?” She was seething now, 
glaring at me through her tears. “Why do you care?” 


“Because it’s what crewmates should do for one another,” | said, “no 
matter how we feel about each other.” | hesitated, then said, “I 
looked you up, the first day we met.” 


“And?” she demanded. 


“And | found your parents’ documents, as well.” | didn’t have the get 
better perk, but | could almost remember what it felt like, to have the 
right words to say, and | tried to channel that feeling as much as | 
could. “I can’t understand what you went through. I’ve never had to 
face that kind of loss. | could say that I’m sorry, call it terrible and 
unfair and all those things, but I’m sure you've heard it all from 
people you like a lot more than you like me. 


“| guess all | can really do is say that | understand why you wouldn’t 
talk to me. | don’t like it-in fact, it was awful-but | don’t hate you for 
it.” | could hardly hold it against her when | should have just not 
imported as a former cog in a genocidal war machine. 


The olive branch didn’t work; she gave me the cold shoulder and 
turned back to the wall. The perk had been more than just words; it 
imparted a bias towards recovery and mental wellness. Without it, | 
was just running my mouth. 


To my surprise, however, Alicia wasn’t done talking. “The Borg took 
everything from me,” she whispered, more to herself than me. “My 
parents. My home. Everything except my life... and they should have 
taken that, too.” 


The shift to self-loathing was jarring. “What?” 


“I’m a failure. I’m Supposed to be in charge, but | ruined everything. 
Now someone's going to die because of my mistakes.” 


“The situation isn’t that bad, Captain,” | said, subtly emphasizing the 
title. “You made the decisions you thought were best-” 


“Best? Best? | wasn't thinking about what was best, | just wanted this 
mission to be over. | wanted to get back to the academy and away 
from you. Because you're one of them, Twelve. You'll always be 
Borg, no matter how much you lie to everyone else.” 


“You’ve made your opinion of me very clear,” | said sharply. “You 
made it clear the first day we met-and you’re wrong. | am nota 
drone! 


“You blame yourself for ignoring my warning, but | could have 
disagreed. | could have argued, told Ebav not to take off until I’d 
inspected the engine. A drone might do what it’s told, but | have free 
will, damn it! | thought. | chose. | came to the same conclusion you 
did: a four percent fluctuation was a minor issue that did not warrant 
immediate action. Besides, it’s not clear that fixing the engine would 
have prevented the crash, anyway! They were damaged on the way 
up, not the way down.” 


“| still ignored the problem,” she said. “If I'd remembered Shiss 
describing the subspace disruptions in the cloud layer, | would have 
realized that we needed to avoid the intense storms.” 


“| had the same information,” | said. “| should have realized how 
badly the storms were affecting the engines. If | hadn’t blown up an 
engine, we could have crash landed, rather than just crashing.” 


“After we crashed, | allowed Shiss to injure himself and drove Ebav 
away,” she countered. “Now we’re separated, he’s going to die, and 
it's my fault.” 


“He’s not going to die,” | said. “We’re only fifty klicks out of the 
mission area. They'll find us-” 


“In a week? We don’t have a week!” she snapped. “We took the 
same differential xenophysiology class! He’s not going to last that 


long.” 


“You don’t know that. Tehran might start looking for us early if 
someone wonders why we aren’t transmitting. The wrecked shuttle 
might be visible on orbital sensors. Maybe enough telemetry got 
through the storm to point them in the right direction.” It was a long 
shot, but sometimes hope was all you had to go on. “I Know things 
are bad, but if you give up, our chances go from slim to none.” 


“What chances?” Alicia snapped. “I had a plan. We find our 
emergency supplies, food, medicine, the transmitter, anything we 
can use to survive. Then Shiss fell, and | panicked. With the storms, 
on half rations, sick from exposure and carrying a wounded man... it 
was too much. Too many things stacked against us. 


“| thought... it doesn’t matter what | thought. What we got was 
somewhere to die in peace.” 


“We're not going to die-” 


“Well maybe | should! This is all my fault. At least if | was the one to 
die, they wouldn’t be able to court-martial me afterward!” She 
covered her face with her hands and whined, “Leave me alone.” 


She'd left the food behind because she’d been /ooking for 
‘somewhere to die in peace’. Damn it! I’d trained for a lot of things, 
but trying to help someone out of a mental breakdown wasn’t one of 
them. 


“Get some sleep, Captain,” | said weakly. “You’ll need your strength.” 
“Go away, Twelve.” 

| went. 

Back outside the storm was growing worse, the rain getting heavier 


and sideways-er. After another hour by my internal clock, Captain 
Merrill gave up on sleep and relieved me from my watch. She didn’t 


move from the back of the cave, and it wasn't really any less 
comfortable where | was now, so | simply lay down at the entrance 
and went to sleep. 
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| woke up a couple hours later to a particularly loud thunderclap, and 
sat up slowly, looking around the cave. Alicia was snoring softly in 
the corner behind me, so | sat in the dark and listened as the wind 
finally began to lessen in strength. Another two hours passed before 
the snoring stopped, and | heard her stir. 


“Good morning,” | said, not really meaning it in any sense. She didn’t 
reply. “Are you well, Captain?” 


“Don’t call me Captain,” she said. “I’m not a Captain. I’m just a cadet 
who couldn't keep her head on her shoulders when things got bad.” 


“You were the first to recover,” | argued. “You found us food. You 
kept us on track, gave us orders. That woman | saw after the crash, 
that wasn't Alicia, the moody cadet who never talks to me. That was 
Captain Merrill, the officer who was going to get us home alive.” 


“And a fat lot of good she did, right?” Alicia countered. “So much for 
the Psych Test.” 


“Hm?” 

“Don’t tell me they didn’t give you the stupid Psych Test,” she said. 
“They did-” 

“| bet you passed with flying colors.” 


“| barely passed at all.” | couldn’t see much, since neither of us had 
our flashlights out, but | could hear her stirring at the back of the 
cave, and the shadows moved in a way that made me think she’d 
turned to face me. From her point of view, I'd have been a spot of 


blackness silhouetted against the slightly lighter blackness outside 
the cave. 


“It was the Borg,” she said. “Everyone around me was worried about 
what they were going to face. It’s supposed to be your greatest fear, 
and sometimes it’s hard to know what that is, but | knew. It wasn’t 
even a question. It was going to be the Borg.” 


| bit back a reply. Talking about the Psych Test was... taboo was 
probably a good word for it. A shared experience everyone had and 
never mentioned. 


“You said you looked up my records,” she continued. “Did you know | 
was on board?” 


“On board...?” | asked. 


“| can barely remember my mother,” she said, “but | remember... 
they had the children leave. We all had to beam down to ESD. My 
mother promised that it would only be for a few days. That she’d 
come back.” She paused, her voice thick with emotion. “She didn't. 
None of them did. 


“| grew up with my father on board the Sacramento. | listened as 
people discussed the Borg, the... things that had killed my mother. 
Then, one day... | was ten, | think. The ship went to red alert. We 
had to go back to our quarters, like in the drills. Not fast enough. The 
ship started rocking and jerking and | knew we were fighting. Then | 
saw them. They were there, on the ship with me, and I... | ran. | 
found the nearest hiding place and locked the door behind me, for all 
the good that would have done. Everything kept shaking for a while, 
and then the lights and gravity turned off, and | floated there in the 
dark for twenty minutes before a rescue vessel beamed me out. 


“| already knew my father was dead. If he was still alive, the ship 
would have still been fighting. 


“The Borg killed my parents, chased me through the halls of my 
home, and then they destroyed that, too.” 


| was speechless. Alicia hadn’t just lost her parents to the Borg, 
she’d had two different ships-homes-shot out from under her. | had 
no words to offer for the sheer level of horrible that was, so my brain 
jumped ship and drew a connection to the man who'd survived both 
atomic bombs at the end of World War Il. 


“For the test, the proctors put me in a holodeck simulation of the 
boarding action that took the Madrid. They didn’t even need to fake a 
real crisis, the way | heard they do for some people. Just putting me 
in a holodeck and having me run the program was enough.” 


“You succeeded,” | pointed out. 


“Barely. | could keep it together fine while | was organizing survivors, 
tending to the wounded, planning our route to engineering to scuttle 
the warp core... | managed all of that. But when | actually hada 
drone in front of me...” Her shiver wasn't just from the cold. “Was it 
the same for you?” she asked. “Is that what you’re scared of? Being 
taken back into the Collective?” 


“No,” | said. “Maybe it’s because | don’t remember any of it. | know | 
was in the Collective, but only because of these.” | tapped the 
implant over my eye. “So | know | was Borg, and I’m scared of losing 
the life | have, but it’s not my greatest fear.” 


“What is, then?” she asked bitterly. “What’s your big fear? What'd 
they show you, Twelve?” 


| turned my head to look out at the rain, not that | could see much of 
anything anyway. “A man asked me to follow him, then shoved me 
into a room at gunpoint,” | said hollowly. “They showed me a video of 
a Borg drone killing eight people.” 


“And?” Alicia demanded. 


“It was me.” | turned my head back towards the Alicia-shaped patch 
of shadow | could barely distinguish from the rest of the cave. “That’s 
my greatest fear, Alicia. I’m scared of the Collective taking me back, 
but not because of what happens to me. I’m scared that I’ll be the 
one to kill someone else.” 


“That was the test?” she asked. “They just showed you a video?” 


“No, there was more. One of the... actors,” | said bitterly, “told me 
that I'd killed his brother. That he wanted me to pay for what I’d 
done. He had a phaser in his hand, and he wanted to kill me.” 


There was a long pause before Alicia finally asked, “What did you 
do?” 


“I told him that it wouldn't bring his brother back, and it wouldn't fill 
the hole his brother left behind...” | paused dramatically, then added, 
“... and that if he still wanted to do it, | wouldn’t stop him.” 


“And that worked?” 


“| passed. Barely.” | gave a bitter laugh. “I thought about it a lot, 
trying to figure out how | could have handled it better-what they 
wanted me to do, what they were grading me against-and | think | 
finally figured it out. They weren’t testing my ability to keep my cool 
and not lash out. They were testing me to see if | could lash out, or if 
| was too much of a pacifist to act when | needed to.” 


Alicia thought about that. “That’s a really weird test,” she said. “Is 
that why you slapped the PADD out of my hand?” 


“Yeah.” 
“Huh.” 


When she didn't say anything else, | ventured, “I Know it probably 
sounds hollow, and I’m sure you’ve heard it before, but I’m sorry 


about... well, all of it, really. | wish | had more to offer than just 
sympathy...” 


“Yeah, I’ve heard it before,” she grumbled. “How it’s so awful, 
unfortunate, unfair... you know what’s unfair? Having to deal with 
you. Going to the practice lab and seeing you. Coming back to my 
room and seeing you. It’s not bad enough that | lost my parents, now 
I’m stuck with a constant reminder of how they died. How am | 
supposed to get along with the people who killed them?” 


| was tempted to say something like, ‘they got me too!’ My history 
would make me as much a victim as anyone. Whoever Cassandra 
Rhodes had been before being assimilated was just as dead as any 
of the Collective’s other victims... but Cassandra Rhodes hadn't 
been anyone. 


But Cassandra Rhodes was someone now, and that someone was 
sick of being abused. Whatever culpability | may have for this mess, 
the fact is she would treat any other ex-Borg cadet just as poorly. 
Forget Cassandra Rhodes; Alicia’s attitude was unacceptable on 
general principle. 


“You want to talk about being unfair, Alicia?” | asked. “How fair is it 
that you never once tried to see me as a person? How fair is it that 
you’ve managed to treat me badly enough in the last week that | 
miss the times you acted like | didn’t exist? How fair is it that every 
time you see me, you remind me that I’m different-” | tripped over my 
tongue as the phrase ‘in ways | never asked for’ almost made a liar 
of me. 


After a deep, calming breath, | tried something more conciliatory. “I’m 
sorry you lost your parents. I’m sorry | remind you of how and why. 
But it’s not my fault. It’s not any of our faults! We were all /ost at 
some point-colonists, or Starfleet officers, or just in the wrong place 
at the wrong time.” 


Surprisingly, she responded. “Which were you?” 


No one. “I have no idea. No memories.” 

“So whoever you were is dead, too,” she muttered. 

“|... prefer not to think of it that way.” 

“But that was your point, wasn't it? That the Borg hurt you, too?” 
Alicia huffed. “Of course, the difference is... no, | guess your family 
didn’t really ‘get you back’, did they?” 


“By the time | was disconnected, | didn’t have any family left.” 


“Another orphan, then,” she said miserably. “Is it better or worse to 
not remember them, do you think?” 


“Better,” | answered without hesitation. 
“Why?” 
“Because you’re my other data point.” 


“You... !” Alicia bit back whatever she was going to say, then 
admitted, “That’s... that’s fair.” There was a moment's pause, then 
she asked, “Can | ask you a question?” 


“Sure.” 


“What do you see when you look in the mirror? Be honest. What do 
you think when you see your... face thing?” 


Honest, eh? “I just see myself,” | said. “I Know a lot of former Borg 
hate their implants-or hate the way people react to their implants-but 
| don’t hate mine.” 


“Probably because you don’t remember anything else,” she 
grumbled. “Indifference? That’s it?” 


“Not... quite,” | admitted. “If I’m honest, before | had to deal with how 
they marked me, | liked them.” 


Alicia made a noise that probably signaled either doubt or disgust. 
“Can | ask you a question?” | asked. 
“Knock yourself out.” 


“What do you see when you look at me? Do you see a Borg, or just a 
freak, or what?” 


She took long enough to respond that I’d started to think | wasn’t 
going to get an answer. “I! saw the monster | used to have 
nightmares about,” she said. “I saw... a Zombie, pretending to be 
alive. Lifeless, shambling, unfeeling. Freakish. Dangerous.” 


‘Saw’, she said. “And now?” 
“Annoying,” she said immediately. 


| rolled my eyes-not that we could see each other-and turned my 
attention back to the rain outside. 


“You know,” Alicia added, “when you slapped the PADD out of my 
hand... that was the first time I'd seen you actually do something 
human.” 


| had no idea how to respond to that, so | didn't. 


“You were always so... robotic,” she continued. “You were never 
happy, or angry, or anything.” 


“| prefer ‘professional’,” | said, “and how would you know if | was 
happy or angry about anything? You never engaged me. | tried, | 
really tried, but you weren’t willing to take the first step towards any 
sort of counseling. If | seemed ‘robotic’, it was because stiff 
politeness was the least offensive way to behave around you.” 


It must have been Alicia’s turn to be lost for words, since her only 
response was a long-delayed, “Oh.” 


For a couple minutes, only the sound of the storm filled the cave. 


Eventually, | broke the silence. “If the pattern holds, the next lull in 
the storm should be a long one.” 


“You want to find the others.” It wasn’t a question. 

“You said yourself we shouldn’t split up.” 

“| know,” she grumbled. “I guess we’ve got our work cut out for us.” 
---X==X==X--- 


It was better than merely drizzling; just like the day after the storm 
we'd been here to survey, we got a few hours of clear skies and calm 
air shortly after dawn. We made the most of it, hurrying back to 
where we'd parted ways with the others, and then it was more hiking 
through underbrush that was already beginning to recover from 
Ebav’s passage. The flora here seemed to treat their branches as 
ablative, creating fragile, hollow structures they could replace in 
hours. 


If 'd made that observation a few days earlier, Shiss might have 
avoided his fall. 


| told my theory on the plant life to Alicia, along with anything else | 
could think of to say, trying to keep her mind off the situation itself. 


“This whole planet reminds me of an old fantasy novel | read,” | said 
as we ambled down the center of another ‘scrape’. “It took place on 
a planet where there were these hurricanes every few days, always 
going from east to west. The only place in the entire world with an 
earth-like biosphere was the westernmost part of the continent, 
where the storms were weakest; everywhere else looked more like 
this.” 


She didn’t bother to comment on my rambling. 


The rain started up again soon enough, reducing visibility and 
slowing us down, but we were gaining. We could see by the 
trampled foliage where Ebav had left the trail, only to return a dozen 
paces further down. In contrast, we were going in a straight line 
along the scar the shuttle had left in the jungle, making up distance 
that way. | only hoped we were gaining fast enough to find them 
before we had to look for shelter again. 


It wasn’t that easy, unfortunately. The storm picked up in earnest 
shortly before noon, sO we camped out under a fallen tree and 
popped open our box of rations. “We're going to find the others, and 
then the transmitter,” | said confidently. “Eat up.” She didn't 
contradict me, and we enjoyed an entire ration cube each before 
resuming our journey despite the continuing downpour. At some 
point, our journey had become exactly the Hail Mary effort Ebav had 
wanted: we weren’t worried about running out of food or falling sick 
from the damp when we were already staking everything on an 
attempt to get Shiss back alive. 


Alicia wasn’t speaking to me, but she was still alert; she was the one 
who spotted Ebav’s signal above the treeline to our left. “Look there,” 
she said, pointing to a scrap of fabric that had caught on a tree 
branch. 


“Debris?” | asked. 


“It’s tied to the branch,” she said. “Standard shipman’s knot.” | looked 
again and realized she was right. 


It was a flag. 


“Ebav!” | yelled. “Ebav! Are you here?” There was no answer; we 
were too far away for my voice to carry through the ongoing storm. 
“Ebav? Shiss?” | kept yelling as we crashed through the underbrush, 
heading towards the flag like our lives depended on it. They very well 
might. 


We were still a hundred meters from the flag when we finally got an 
answer. “Rhodes?” Ebav yelled. “Over here! We found the 
transmitter!” 


“You found the transmitter?” Alicia called back. “Is it intact? Does it 
work?” 


“Captain?” he asked, clearly surprised. 

“Is it intact?” Alicia repeated. 

“It’s all in one piece, but it's damaged. | can’t fix it.” 
“Let me see it!” 


We followed the sound of his voice to his ‘camp’, where Shiss lay in 
the nook of a tree. The poor guy looked like death, and Ebav wasn’t 
looking so hot either after spending two days in the storm, but | had 
eyes only for the transmitter. 


Claiming it was in once piece was generous. It had suffered badly 
from the crash, and the casing was so bent that the hinges no longer 
worked. | had to pry the panel off with sheer brute strength before we 
could get to work, and no sooner had | done so than Alicia pushed 
me out of the way to see for herself. 


She reached into the case with her working hand and picked bits out 
one by one, listing them as she went. “Control unit’s broken. Signal 
attenuation compensator’s toast. Waveform modulator’s shot. 
Subspace encoder’s busted. Even the energy inverter’s gone.” The 
internals were gutted, the broken fragments cluttering up the inside 
of the case. The deeper she dug, the smaller the pieces were; soon, 
she was pulling out shattered components by the handful. By the 
time she was done, the casing was basically hollow. “It’s totally 
wrecked,” she said, despair creeping into her voice. “There’s no 
fixing this.” 


“Fix’ may not be the right term for this project,” | said, “but | think | 
can build a new transmitter with the parts.” It was going to bea 
shoddy, jury-rigged piece of kludge, but | wasn’t being graded on 
good engineering practices. 


Alicia looked like she wanted to argue, but she just sighed and 
moved over to let me at the pile of scrap. 


As it turned out, | couldn't build the new transmitter with just the 
intact parts from the transceiver, but | didn’t need to. Ebav had 
stumbled across a piece of debris that Alicia recognized from his 
description as being the Type-11’s computer core, and that provided 
the last few bits | needed. The lights went on. “I’ve got it!” | yelled. 
“We’re transmitting!” 


“Transmitting what?” Alicia asked. 


“Uh... ‘One’,” | said, enthusiasm dimming slightly. “The internal 
systems were wrecked; | more or less wired the power supply 
straight to the antenna. But they should be able to see our signal. 
We’re basically shining a light straight into space.” 


“Can you give me control?” 


“All I’ve got is this switch, here,” | said, pointing to the heavy ‘MAIN 
POWER?’ toggle switch on the case. | moved aside to let her at it, 
and she began to toggle the switch back and forth. Flick-Flick-Flick. 
Flick. Flick. Flick. Flick-Flick-Flick. 


It was Morse code-SOS-a solution | should have thought of myself. 
Maybe | would have if | hadn’t been focusing on the engineering side 
of the problem. It didn’t matter. 


She repeated the message three times before she stopped 
transmitting and broke out in laughter. “What is it?” Ebav asked. 
“What’s so funny?” Alicia just pointed to the signal light on the 
device, continuing to laugh. 


The signal light was blinking back, flickering between Green and 
Yellow in the same pattern. The Tehran was modulating their signal 
pings. They heard us. 


“We did it!” she yelled. “They’re coming for us!” Alicia forgot herself 
completely, grabbing Ebav in a fierce hug and then doing the same 
to me. “We’re going to be okay, Cassandra! We did it!” 


== XS=XS=X--- 


Shiss survived and made a full recovery, though it was a close thing. 
The shuttle was eventually recovered and towed back into orbit to 
preserve the local ecosystem. Most of the debris was recovered as 
well, for the same reason, and what remained was deemed too small 
to matter. 


| took responsibility. I'd failed my duty as the engineer; if | had 
stopped and thought about why a perfectly functioning shuttle had 
managed to pick up an engine stutter effectively overnight, we'd 
have been back on the Tehran without issues. I'd then doubled down 
on fucking up when my attempt to correct for my mistake had made 
the situation significantly worse. Regardless of what had happened 
after the crash, it was my fault we had crashed in the first place, and 
| expected Alicia to say the same. 


| didn’t think I’d be ejected from the Academy for it, or even censured 
for it, but | wasn’t expecting this course to go down in my record as 
anything but an abject failure. 


We each received a passing grade, and none of us were punished 
for wrecking a shuttle and almost getting ourselves killed. It was 
almost enough to make me suspect that Shiss had been right about 
it being part of the test... but on the other hand, if they'd been 
observing us directly after the crash-or, hell, if they'd seen us before 
the crash-we’d have all failed. Our conduct in the days between the 
crash and rescue had been dismal; if not for the fact that we'd 
managed an eleventh hour bonding experience, that disaster could 
have ended with one or more dead cadets. 


The reality was that the interference, and the complete destruction of 
the shuttle’s computer bank-courtesy of many, many lightning 
strikes-meant there were no logs of our mistakes, and we were all 
too busy accepting blame to point fingers at each other. Without 
knowing the details of our misadventure, the situation looked like 
this: a freak accident stranded four cadets on an island, and within a 
few days they rallied together and built a radio from scrap to call for 
help for their injured crewmate. From that angle, without knowing 
about any of the intervening drama, we almost looked competent. 


While it was hardly the only ‘incident’ during my time at the 
Academy, nothing else ever came close to the clusterfuck that was 
my first Practical Exercise, for which | was extremely grateful. 
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Chapter 58: "Night on the Town" 


Chapter 58: "Night on the Town" 


Over summer break, | took a shuttle back to Risa and seriously 
contemplated getting drunk for the first time in my life. In the end, 
though, forty-odd years sober was a hell of a streak to break, and | 
settled for some of the best massages in the quadrant. 


It was while | was there that curiosity finally got the better of me: | 
broke my informal ‘rule’ about (ab)using connections from the ‘chain 
to ask Max if the video from my Psych Test had been faked. The 
answer was ‘no’... or rather, that Management had faked it while 
writing me into the world. There was no reason for them to actually 
put me there retrocausatively when doctoring historical records 
accomplished the same thing. My mental health records from my 
alleged stay on the Federation hospital ship Shangri-La-which 
Management had also written-indicated that | would have ‘issues’ 
dealing with the video, which is why my Psych Test took the form it 
did. 


| guess they got me good. 


Since I’d started asking questions, | went ahead and asked what the 
test had been looking for. It turned out that all I'd needed was to do 
something rather than freezing up, and | had; it was running after the 
proctors asking about the video that had tanked my score. Whoops. 


S-=X SSX S=XK ee. 


Here’s a random fun fact | learned that fall: Starfleet Academy 
always puts people of the same species together when assigning 
roommates for the simple reason that, even accounting for different 
planets of origin, members of the same species spend less time 
fighting over the thermostat. Now, they could pair people by 


thousands of other metrics, like personalities, interests, majors, 
preferred climate, morning/evening person, etc etc... but if anything, 
they seemed to try to pair the /Jeast compatible people possible. The 
crowning example was Alicia and |, of course, but my second-year 
roommate continued the trend. 


Daisy Holloway was a San Francisco native, and pretty much the 
opposite of Alicia or myself in every way: extroverted, outgoing, 
friendly, and pathologically hyperactive. If Alicia had reminded me of 
Taylor, Daisy reminded me of Victoria-the Victoria who wasn’t so 
obsessed with our perceived feud that she lost twenty IQ points in 
my presence, anyway. Getting used to her was a hell of an 
adjustment. | say this with fondness, but she was exhausting, and 
we did not mesh well. That isn’t to say we couldn’t get along-we went 
through our joint exercises with aplomb-but we simply had nothing in 
common, and went our separate ways outside of the prescribed 
cooperative portions of the Academy. 


Alicia and | didn’t talk for a while after our ill-fated Practical, but since 
we were both now friends with Ebav and Shiss, some degree of 
contact was inevitable. When it finally happened, we realized that 
we... were cool. Our problems were settled, at least between us; 
we’d said our piece and come to an understanding, and by the time 
the end of the year rolled around we would be actual friends. 


| even got Alicia to attend one of the open support group sessions, 
which she described as ‘emotionally exhausting’ and ‘unpleasant’. 
She later thanked me for dragging her to it, though, so | think it 
helped at least a little. 


Through me, Alicia, Shiss, and Ebav joined Daryl and Greg’s social 
circle, which subsequently underwent mitosis from the number of 
friends-of-friends pouring in from the Practicals. Our new sub-group 
consisted of myself, Ebav, Shiss, Alicia, Daryl, Kark, and a Vulcan 
named Ja’al. 


Beyond that, | didn’t have much time to spend with friends, because | 
had loaded up on courses for a double major in Starship Design and 


Energy Field Manipulation. | wasn’t sure how much of what | was 
learning would be useful in the future because | got the feeling the 
laws of physics were just plain different in this ’verse. On the other 
hand, there were probably perks that ensured that tech you designed 
would work in other worlds, and if | ever got one, I’d have a nice, 
strong base to work with. 


The first half of my second year saw me taking Intermediate Warp 
Field Theory, Subspace Communications, Plasma Conduit Design, 
and Industrial Replicator Pathfinding. With the help of a little side 
tutoring from Max (who was currently playing hide and seek with 
Vash across the surface of Risa, but always made time to pop into 
the Warehouse and deploy MAXIMUM_EDUCATIONon 
anyone who cared to attend, which usually meant Tess and }), | 
came in near or at the top of every class | took. It really was 
beginning to feel like cheating, but it wasn’t like | was gaming the 
exams or anything; | just had access to things that made me that 
good. 


Industrial Replicator Pathfinding was my personal favorite class that 
semester, because it combined mechanical engineering, algorithm 
design, and a CNC shop class. For every item a replicator could 
possibly produce, it needed a specific set of instructions that would 
properly arrange the atoms involved into molecules in the proper 
ratio and position, called a make-pattern. All the actual chemistry 
took place in the matter-stream between the matter reservoir and the 
expulsion nozzle, but you still had to account for that in your program 
(larger molecules took more time to assemble), and then manipulate 
the extrusion fields to position the molecules in the right place to the 
right tolerances with extremely precise timing. Hence, ‘pathfinding’: 
the art of moving a single molecule from an expulsion nozzle to the 
target point with force fields so fine and delicate a buzzing gnat 
would smash them apart with its wings. 


Normally, this could all be done by a program-somewhere between a 
hardware driver and a compiler-that could take in a blueprint and 
output a ready-to-run make-pattern directly to the replicator. 


Sometimes, those compiler-drivers wouldn't produce the right result, 
and you had to do it manually. Thus, the class. 


Given that they’d been working on the things for decades, the cases 
where an up-to-date replicator driver wouldn’t produce a satisfactory 
result were few and far between. For most civilian and shipboard 
replicators, I’d be hard-pressed to find a ‘recipe’ that compiled to 
something worse than 99.8% of the optimal possible make-pattern. 
Which was why the class was called /ndustrial Replicator 
Pathfinding; the applications that needed this sort of expertise were 
extremely specific, extremely specialized make-patterns. To me, 
‘Industrial’ brought to mind either very large or very high-throughput 
machines, but what it actually meant was ‘very tight tolerances’. 
Some warp-drive components required precision measured in single 
picometers, which is why engineering teams can’t just print 
everything they need on-board when something breaks. For the 
record, one picometer is finer than a single atom, which is 
completely absurd. 


As for that chemistry | mentioned, Replicator Matter-Stream 
Dynamics was an entirely separate two-semester upper-level 
course! Tea was the canonical example of an extremely complicated 
problem that looked far simpler than it was; just to get the water for 
the solution, the replicator had to handle the energy release of 
combining hydrogen and oxygen during the trip from the feedstock to 
the ‘business end’ of the replicator, then set the molecule in place 
with the proper kinetic energy to achieve the desired temperature. 
Making the organic compounds that make the drink Tea was a 
hundred times harder, because unlike water, hydrocarbons came in 
many different flavors. 


That pun wasn’t my fault. It was literally in the textbook! 


| wasn't that interested in replicators, to be honest, and it wasn’t part 
of my majors; | mostly took the class as an excuse to play with the 
gold standard of sci-fi 3D printers. My desk accumulated a truly 
abominable collection of ‘hand-replicated’ iron knickknacks, and if 
that sounds oxymoronic, keep in mind that | was working with 


replicators that had effectively no firmware whatsoever. The class 
was all about how to program a replicator for a task that standard 
drivers wouldn’t compile an optimal tool-path for, so | was directly 
programming a set of instructions into the machine rather than 
relying on drivers to create an object from a 3D model. The closest 
twenty-first century analogy | could think of would be creating vector 
graphics by writing XML line by line, but with a lot more math. 


Sometimes, the resulting set of points was less dense than it needed 
to be, and | ended up with a pile of finely ground powder instead of a 
paperweight. It was a learning experience. 


Thankfully, the only ‘incident’ this year was Daryl breaking his ankle 
playing parrises squares by tripping over the ramp like an idiot, and 
‘modern’ medicine had him back on his feet in a few days. His 
recovery didn’t stop us from giving him shit about it for months, of 
course. 


We had two practicals that year, one at the end of each semester, 
but they were fairly routine. For Daisy and |, the first involved 
tranging and tagging elephant-sized parrots on a low-gravity world 
near Bajor, and the second was an archaeological expedition toa 
long-since-deorbited United-Earth-Starfleet listening post only a few 
lightyears away from Sol. Aside from Daisy nearly losing a hand to a 
not-quite-unconscious bird, the missions went off without a hitch. 


My third year sent me down the rabbit hole of college-level ethics. 
Ethics 106 was a required course covering the Prime Directive in its 
first half and general leadership ethics in the second. | also took (but 
eventually dropped) an elective on ethics theory, and sat in ona 
series of lectures about famous ethical dilemmas people had faced 
in the last two-hundred years and what actions they had ultimately 
taken. 


Actually studying ethics gave me a lot to think about. For example, 
one of the things that hadn’t come up in my argument with Max 


about his handling of my world was the fact that it was my world. He 
may feel that it’s inappropriate for him to ‘interfere’, but what about 

me, if | went home? I'd grown up there, and more importantly, I’d be 
staying there. Would / have the ‘right’ to reshape things as | saw fit? 


The Prime Directive said ‘no’ because letting me go home with 
powers was every bit as much a ‘contamination’ of 21st-century 
Earth as if Max had gotten his hands dirty himself... but the Prime 
Directive was a reaction against the ‘duty to help’. In the words of the 
professor’s opening lecture, the Prime Directive was an anti-ethic, a 
principle that steadied us against the inclination to do ‘morally correct 
things’ like stamping out slavery on pre-FTL worlds. | had been 
surprised a required course would be so critical of the Prime 
Directive, but | could guess why the Academy presented that way. 
Downplaying the flaws in the philosophy might make people more 
likely to balk when faced with the hard truth in the field: Starfleet 
followed the Prime Directive not because it was good, but because it 
safeguarded us from becoming certain forms of evil. 


It was, in a word, consequentialist. 


The other topics didn’t say much of anything on the matter of my 
return home: the ethics theory class was quick to throw up its 
proverbial hands and declare questions unanswerable, the closest 
precedents among the historical dilemmas were all about whether or 
not to permit someone in my position to go home rather than 
worrying about what they’d do when they got there, and the 
leadership ethics portion assumed | was already in charge anyway. 


In other news, | switched one of my majors from the more general 
Energy Field Manipulation to Warp Field Theory, had to put up witha 
yet another poorly matched roommate, and learned to play 3D 
chess... badly. 


Junior year also added another ‘incident’ to my time at the Academy, 
which-if anyone asks-I was not present for. 
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Daryl barged into the common room one evening while | was 
working on a paper about why the Constitution-class had managed 
to stay in service for over a century. (The short answer was that any 
ship that could survive Kirk and Scotty was obviously built to last.) 
“Hey, Casserole,” he said. “What do you say to putting the PADD 
down and having some fun?” 


“If you are hitting on me, I’m not interested,” | deadpanned, not 
taking my eyes off my work. 


“Hah! Only in your dreams, Ronnie. See, Shiss found this great little 
Andorian pub up in the city. Real hole-in-the-wall sort of place, with 
‘authentic’ Andorian snacks and booze, or so he says. What-say you 
be the ‘designated driver’?” 


| finally set the PADD down and looked up at where he was 
slouching against the doorframe. “There are at least three things 
wrong with that idea. First: we aren't driving because none of us own 
personal vehicles. Second, you don’t need a designated driver if 
you’re having synthehol-” 


“If | wanted synthehol, I’d replicate it myself,” he interrupted me. 
“We’re gonna get drunk.” 


“Third,” | continued, “if you are getting drunk, | want no part of it.” 
“Those last two ‘things’ are mutually exclusive,” he said. 

“So?” 

“Soooo while one or the other might be wrong, they can’t both be 
wrong, thus invalidating your claim that there are three things wrong 
with my idea!” Daryl said triumphantly. “That means you're going.” 
“No, it doesn’t.” 


“You're going to regret not coming.” 


“I’m going to regret coming more.” 


“SO you’re coming?” 


| rolled my eyes. “Why do you want me to come? I’m just going to 
complain the whole time.” 


“The role of ‘designated driver’ survived self-driving cars for a 
reason,” Daryl said, adopting a lecturing pose with his elbow on his 
hand and his finger in the air. “You gotta have the sober friend who 
knows all the embarrassing shit you did you can’t remember. It’s part 
of the tradition.” 


“The tradition of college bar crawls?” 


“It’s not a crawl if it’s just one pub,” he corrected me. “Come on, Ron. 
When’s the last time you went into the city?” 


“Two months ago, when Mike dragged me to that pulse darkshift 
concert.” 


“Precisely! You’d never go anywhere if it wasn’t for us!” Daryl 
stopped, then narrowed his eyes. “Wait, didn’t Mike take you to see 
Only Against Dawn?” 

“Yeah?” | asked. “Why?” 

“They're dark post-core, not pulse darkshift!” 

| rolled my eyes. 

“Anyway,” he said, “you should totally come with us tonight, since 
you apparently can’t tell the difference between good music and total 
trash.” 

“Go bother Alicia instead.” 

“She’s working on a paper.” When | made a face, he continued, 


“Hers is due tonight; | bet whatever you’re working on isn’t due for 
another month.” 


“Only a week and a half,” | said. 


“Close enough, you weirdo. Come on, Cass, we've got seven people 
already and the skycar fits eight. What do you say?” 


On one hand, | really didn’t like dealing with drunk people or drinking 
culture in general. On the other, | was sick of reading about the 
Constitution and what happened tonight might be something | could 
lord over Daryl for months. 


| saved my work and stood up, which was all Daryl needed to start 
celebrating his ‘victory’ with a flamboyant fist-pump. “All right,” | said. 
“| assume we’re leaving now?” 


“Thirty minutes,” he said. “Wear something warm!” 
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| dragged my feet a little getting ready, so | was the last one to meet 
Daryl, Shiss, and their friends in the square between the Darrow, 
McCoy, and Armstrong dorms, sturdy winter coat slung over one 
arm. The other five were three human men I’d never met, an 
Andorian woman, and-to my surprise-Tess. Everyone was wearing 
casual clothes, which made this the first time I’d ever seen Shiss in 
anything but a Starfleet uniform. 


Daryl was the first to notice my approach, unsurprisingly, and 
immediately began waving his arms over his head like he needed 
rescue. “Cass! | was worried you were gonna skip out on us!” 
“Oh, hello, Cass!” Tess said. 

“l’m here, I’m here,” | grumbled. “Hi, Tess.” 


“You two know each other?” Daryl asked. 


| nodded. “We met on the shuttle ride down-” 


“In the waiting area for the shuttle, actually,” Tess corrected me. “I 
offered her a fried spider leg-” 


“From the bar near the terminal? Those are great,” the tallest of the 
strangers chimed in, to general agreement. 


Daryl cleared his throat. “We're leaving in five, so let’s get the 
introductions outta the way. Guys, this is Cass.” 


“Hi,” | said. 


“Cass, this is Wong, my roommate.” Wong waved. “Short-stuff next 
to him is Harry; this was all his idea, so you know who to blame if it’s 
a terrible time.” 


“Sup,” Harry said, not disputing the point at all. 
“| thought this was Shiss’s idea,” | said. 
“| picked the place,” Shiss told me. 


“You know Tess, apparently, and Shiss, of course,” Daryl continued. 
“The lovely lady next to our blue friend is Othrethiass, his paramour 
du jour-” 


“Call me Rethi,” Rethi interrupted. 


“Call her Rethi,” Daryl repeated. “Last but not least is Hasan, Harry’s 
roommate.” Hasan nodded politely. “Right, that’s everyone. Let’s go!” 
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The pub was named the Crack in the Ice and was, indeed, a hole in 
the wall-or rather, the floor, since it was a basement space. It was 
clearly going for some sort of ‘frozen cave’ aesthetic; the floor was 
dirt, the walls rock, the booths around the tables made to look like 
packed snow, and the air so cold there were real icicles hanging off 
the exposed metal pipes snaking beneath the unpainted wood 
ceiling. | ball-parked the temperature at around fifteen below zero; 


‘wear something warm’ had been good advice, and | quickly pulled 
my jacket on over my already-rather-warm turtleneck. 


“So how does this work?” | asked. 


Daryl gave me a look. “Have you seriously not been to a bar 
before?” 


“Not an Andorian one.” 


“It's Andorian booze, but it’s still in San Francisco,” Rethi said. “Order 
at the bar and grab a table.” 


“Come on,” Harry urged us. He’d come in last, and was now 
impatiently waiting for the rest of us to move forward, so we did. 


The bartender was, unsurprisingly, an Andorian; when he saw us 
approach, he reached under the counter for a PADD and held it at 
the ready. “Welcome to the Crack in the Ice. Can | get your IDs?” 
Daryl submitted his thumbprint to the proffered PADD, which the 
bartender then held up to compare Daryl’s face with the image on 
the screen. “Great. Next?” Wong and Tess followed suit, and then it 
was my turn. 


“Just ice-water for me,” | said. 
“Okay, that’s nice. ID?” 
“Do you seriously need my ID for ice-water?” 


The bartender glowered at me. “Unless you literally want me to fill a 
glass with ice and water, yes.” 


“That is what | want?” | said uncertainly. “What else would | mean?” 


Shiss laughed. “One part vodka to two parts Shrithillan sweet gin,” 
he rattled off, “mixed with svassa juice-tastes a bit like a sour apple, 
but sort of pepperminty-and a dash of bitters served over a frozen 
sugar-pepper.” By the time he finished describing the cocktail, the 


rest of the group was laughing as well, Rethi hardest of all, and even 
the bartender was struggling to keep a straight face. 


| facepalmed. “I would like water, in a glass, with ice cubes.” The 
bartender handed me water, in a glass, with ice cubes, and | went 
and found us a table before | could embarrass myself any further- 
apparently, ordering actual ice water in an Andorian bar simply 
wasn't done. 


The place was pretty quiet, so | grabbed the closest booth and 
watched the others order drinks. Tess and Wong got beers. Rethi got 
a large carafe of wine. Hasan had straight liquor, and Daryl and 
Harry got cocktails. | made a mental note to keep a close eye on 
Harry’s drink; it was perfectly clear until the last ingredient went in. 


With glasses in hand, the group filled the circular booth around the 
little wooden table-turns out the bench was actually made of packed 
snow-and the drinking started. 
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The night started well, with eight cadets shooting the breeze around 
a small wooden table, but after an hour or so | was no longer having 
fun. At least | wasn’t the only person not on their way to black-out 
drunk: Tess was still nursing her second beer, and Harry either had 
the alcohol tolerance of a blue whale or had been subtly ordering his 
drinks virgin, because he was stone cold sober despite slamming 
back ten different cocktails in quick Succession. 


As for the rest of the table: Shiss and Hasan were merely drunk, 
Rethi and Daryl were sloshed, and Wong was absolutely hammered. 
| mostly tuned out the drunken chatter and focused on the rest of the 
room. The pub had been empty when we'd come in, but as the night 
continued it began to fill up. Most of the clientele were Klingons, 
oddly enough, though there were a bunch of humans as well. To my 
surprise, I’d only seen one other Andorian since we got here, and 
she'd already left. 


“You doing okay, Cass?” Tess asked as | watched a group of dozen 
more Klingons trudge down the steps and swarm up to the bar. 


| pulled my attention back to the group, where Wong had just 
finished some barely-coherent story that had the rest of the table 
roaring with laughter, Daryl going so far as to start pounding the 
table. “I’m pretty sure ‘dying of embarrassment’ is purely 
metaphorical,” | replied, “so | should pull through.” 


“You might have more fun if you took the stick out of your ass and let 
your hair down,” Rethi slurred. 


“I'll pass.” 


“At least have some synthehol,” Shiss said. “All the fun, none of the 
drunkenness.” 


“The drunkenness is the fun, though,” Daryl countered. 
“Ah, but she’s gotta be careful,” Rethi warned us. “My Zh’e’a always 
warned me to never mix alcohol and electronics!” She and Wong 


cackled while everyone else exchanged awkward glances, surprised 
at the ‘joke’. 


“Why is it you don't drink?” Hasan asked in an attempt to salvage the 
conversation after the off-color comment. 


“Lots of reasons. | don’t see any appeal in deliberately clouding my 
judgment-” 


“Spoken like a true computer,” Rethi said, far too loudly. 


Tess and | exchanged a /ook. Shiss flushed deep blue and hunched 
over in his seat like he wanted to disappear. 


“Damn, you are a mean drunk, Rethi,” Daryl declared, punctuating 
the statement by waving his drink at her face. 


“It's not mean,” she yelled. “I’m just telling it like it is. | got nothin’ 
against the Borg. They’re fine people, but they’re all a little odd, you 
know.” 


“There’s nothing wrong with not drinking,” Harry said, increasing my 
suspicion that he wasn’t drinking either. 


Rethi and Wong kept laughing, but at least the rest of the table were 
properly unhappy on my behalf. From the look on her face, Tess was 
only keeping quiet because she didn’t want to start snapping at 
people, while Hasan had a hand over his face in exasperation or 
embarrassment. | was tempted to follow his example; in vino veritas, 
so the saying went, and it seemed Rethi had kept her attitude to 
herself until now. Instead, | held my tongue and focused on the ice | 
was swirling around in the bottom of the glass, trying to decide 
whether | was more offended or embarrassed by the whole thing. 


‘Offended’ was winning. 
“Rethi, please,” Shiss whined. 


“Ah, come on, | don’t mean anything by it,” she screeched. “They 
gotta be a little odd with all that sticking out’a ’er face. | wake up to 
that in the mirror e’ery mornin’, I’d go odd too.” 


It was at that point that he made the call to abort the mission. “Right, 
that’s enough. See you guys back at the Academy, we had fun, bye!” 
Shiss called quickly as he dragged Rethi out the door with her eighth 
glass of wine still in one hand. 


With their departure came a moment of blessed silence at our table. 
“Oh my god, that was embarrassing,” Hasan groaned. “Who invited 
her?” 

“Daryl,” Harry said immediately. 


“She’s Shiss’s date!” Daryl protested. “I wasn’t gonna uninvite her. 
‘Sides, | didn’t know she was a NABB.” 


“What manners conceal, spirits reveal,” | misquoted grumpily. NABB 
was an abbreviation for “Not A Bigot, BUT’-a category that was 
distressingly common among Starfleet cadets. People like Alicia had 
their views and problems out in the open where they could be 
addressed, but NABBs tended to just coast along without fuss until 
something offensive or discriminatory popped out of their mouths 
without warning. 


Hasan sighed. “I hope Shiss doesn’t start making excuses for her.” 


“You guys are taking this too seriously,” Wong said. “It’s all in good 
fun.” 


“Not you, too,” Daryl snapped. “This isn’t a joke, man.” 
“It’s all jokes, man. Just jokes.” 
“It’s a joke that means laughing at someone,” Tess said with a scowl. 


“How do you think she feels?” Daryl asked. He tried to point at me, 
but ended up gesturing towards a spot slightly to my left, between 
Tess and I. 


Wong's eyes went wide at the realization that | hadn’t stopped 
existing at some point. “Ah, c’mon,” he mumbled. “It’s all just for fun. 
We’re still friends.” 


Are we? | thought, but kept my attitude to myself; there was no need 
to bring the mood down any further. 


Hasan tried to engage Daryl in a conversation about the comparative 
religion course they’d shared the previous semester, but it was 
obvious their hearts weren't in it. Harry wandered up to the bar to 
strike up a conversation with one of the patrons there. Wong was 
pretending not to exist, and Tess and | had nothing to say. 
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“Maybe we should just go,” | said after a minute of excruciating 
awkwardness. 


“Yeah,” Tess said dourly. 
“Or / can go-” 
“No, Rethi killed the mood. Might as well... uh oh.” 


| followed her gaze to the bar, where two Klingons were currently 
looming over Harry, who had a proper shit-eating-grin on his face. 
Each of the two men had at least twelve inches and a hundred 
pounds on our friend. Worse, several of the others I’d been watching 
earlier seemed to be joining in, arguing with both the first two 
Klingons and Harry himself. 


“What the hell is he doing?” | asked. 


“Something incredibly stupid,” Tess said, answering the rhetorical 
question with aplomb. 


“He’s going to get his ass kicked.” 


“Yeah, time to go,” Hasan said. He nudged Wong into motion as 
Tess, Daryl, and | filed out the other side of the booth. We made it 
about two steps before the brawl started. 


Someone must have said some sort of ‘fightin’ words’, because 
Harry spun on his heel and hit the largest of the lot in the face so 
hard that the guy physically left the ground on his way to the floor. 
You could hear a pin drop in the silence that followed, so the thud of 
Klingon hitting dirt was very audible. 


Then all hell broke loose. 


The tightly coiled group exploded as people began pushing, shoving, 
and punching, spilling out across the limited floorspace. Daryl chose 
the stupid option and went in to ‘rescue’ Harry, while Hasan and 
Wong favored the better part of valor and hid under our table. Tess 


and | shared a glance, then grabbed the next table along and flipped 
it onto its side as missiles began to fly. The table fit nicely between 
the ends of the snow-sculpted bench, forming an impromptu furniture 
bunker that offered more peace of mind than actual safety. 


At least we got a better view of the battlefield peeking over the table 
than we’d have gotten hiding under it. It was total chaos; | wasn’t 
sure if there were sides to the melee, because everyone seemed to 
be punching everyone else. The only thing that was clear was that 
Harry was winning. As | watched, he caught a wild haymaker and 
judo-flipped the Klingon in question across the room, bowling over 
two more, then dodged and weaved around three guys who tried to 
gang up on him. Seconds later, he’d dropped them all with a few 
well-placed hits to the head or chest. 


Tess answered my incredulous glance with a mouthed, “Hoss”. 


Oh. If I'd recognized him, | would have made some excuse to bow 
out and asked Tess about the inevitable bar fight the next day. 


A flying shot-glass interrupted that train of thought and sent Tess and 
| ducking behind our shield. “Why did we go drinking with Hoss?” | 
grumbled over the cacophony. 

“He promised he’d behave!” 

“And you believed him?” 


She ignored the question. “Think we can make it to the door?” 


“Do you want to wade through that?” | asked, waving my arm at the 
room. 


“Is waiting it out really better?” 
“Sure looks that way to me!” As if to contradict my statement, 


something large and heavy hit our shield hard enough to crack the 
wood. “What was that?” 


| went low this time, looking through a gap below the table at the 
Klingon lying in front of it. “Guess | should have asked, ‘Who was 
that?” | said. 


Tess sighed and shook her head at my non-reaction. 


After only a minute or two-though it seemed much longer-the fight 
petered out. We poked our heads over the top of our barricade to 
see Harry leaning against the bar, ignoring the murderous glare of 
the bartender. Everyone else was either sitting on the floor groaning 
in pain or poking their heads out of hiding like | was. Daryl was going 
to need medical attention for the cuts on his face, and | counted at 
least four broken noses among the Klingons, but Harry’s only 
damage was a split lip and a shirt that was likely unsalvageable. 


One of the Klingons struggled to his feat, holding his ribs with one 
hand, and said something to Harry in Klingon-| didn’t catch the actual 
words. Whatever Harry said in response had the man laughing, and 
pretty soon the other Klingons were as well-even the ones who 
hadn't made it off the floor. The speaker clapped Harry on the back 
before drawing him into a hug, and then he was being passed 
around from person to person for handshakes and high-fives like 
he’d just won a game of Velocity. 


Tess had only one thing to say about the scene. “Men.” 


“l’d never do something like that,” Hasan protested from the next 
booth over. “And half the Klingons are women!” 


“Women can be men when they want to be,” Tess replied flatly. 
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Hoss had a grand time, but everyone paid the price. The bartender 


reported our entire party to the Academy, which got seven cadets 
hauled in front of a discipline committee and read the riot act. 


Seven cadets. | hadn’t given my ID, so there was no record of my 
involvement, and | got off scot-free-not that anyone but Hoss 
deserved blame in the first place, in my opinion. Starfleet disagreed: 
according to the Academy policy on acceptable behavior, we were all 
responsible for the conduct of ourselves and our peers. It didn’t 
seem fair, but | had to admit the rule created the right incentives, and 
so everyone got punished for the bar fight equally. 


Everyone, that is, except me; in fact, | only learned people had been 
punished at all when Daryl started complaining about it to mea 
couple days later. The whole experience left me with the 
contradictory feelings that | hadn’t done anything wrong and 
managed to get away with it. 


Our third year added another practical exercise to the middle of each 
semester, and | was very glad that the doubling pattern didn’t 
continue for the fourth year. Senior year meant both my majors were 
entering ‘end-game’, and | barely had time to socialize even with 
twenty-three hours of wakefulness a day. 


With the blessing of Professors Miller and O’Brian-the heads of the 
Physics and Engineering Departments, respectively-I cheated a little 
by writing one double-length thesis on optimizing new ship designs 
for transwarp capabilities, which | submitted for both my Warp Field 
Theory and Ship Design majors. It probably wasn’t less work-it might 
even have been more work-but it did mean that | didn’t have to 
switch mental gears between two different thesis topics at the drop 
of a hat. 
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Chapter 59: "Commencement" 








Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 59: "Commencement" 


“Congratulations!” Max said as | made my way through the crowd of 
cadets. He hugged me, then passed me to Garrus-currently human- 
for another hug, and then onto Diane, and Homura, and Tess, and 
Zero, and Ace. No sooner had | finished that hug than Alicia grabbed 
me from behind and dragged me off for photos with her family. 


We posed in front of the large faux-Greco-Roman administrative 
building for what felt like a hundred pictures. Twenty-fourth century 
cameras still made the old shutter ‘click’ sound when they took a 
picture; the sound effect had managed to persist for hundreds of 
years after the last mechanical camera found its way to a museum. 
Then again, several of the programs we’d used over the course of 
our years at the Academy had a symbol for ‘save work’ that was 
clearly descended from the old floppy disk, so it wasn’t the only 
technocultural relic around. 


“Did | just see you hug a Vice Admiral?” Alicia asked, once her 
adoptive parents had finished filling several terabytes of storage with 
photos of us in full graduation regalia. “What’s the story there, sir?” 


“| met him on Risa after freshman year.” Ah, technical truths, my 
bread and butter. “And he’s retired. And don’t call me sir!” 


“You best get used to it, ensign. We’re commissioned officers, now!” 
“But we’re the same rank!” 


“Right now, sure,” she said, “but with grades like yours, you'll 
probably be a Jay-El-Tee before the end of the year.” 


“No one gets promoted that fast.” 


Alicia ignored my protest. “Back to what | was saying,” she 
continued, “that wasn’t a ‘hey, person whose name | know’ hug, that 
was a ‘family’ hug. Are you related?” 


“Sometimes family is who you meet,” | said, then gave her a 
squeeze, since we still had our arms looped over each other’s 
shoulders from our photo shoot. 


“| Suppose so. I’m gonna miss you guys.” Alicia glanced around at 
the celebration, then pulled away with a sigh. “Well, plenty more 
people to congratulate. Let’s not keep them waiting, sir.” 

| didn’t bother protesting the honorific. “I'll write!” | promised. 

“You'd better!” 

| took a meandering route rather than heading straight back to Max, 
making my way through the people | recognized, exchanging 
handshakes and hugs. “Ensign Rhodes, sir,” Daryl said as he shook 
my hand. “So good to see you again after all this time.” 

“It's been three hours.” 


“And yet somehow you’re moving up through the ranks already.” He 
saluted me smartly, and after a moment, Shiss followed suit. 


“At ease,” | said, leaning into a joke | was sure to hear again. “Why is 
everyone singling me out with the saluting crap?” 


“Because you mastered the ‘disapproving senior officer’ look in your 
first year.” 


“Are you saying | have resting bitch face?” 


Daryl shook his head. “Nah, it’s not the face, it’s the mood: that 
special blend of sternness and exasperation.” That was the Wards’ 


fault, without question. “Yeah, that’s it exactly,” he added, because | 
was certainly feeling it now. 


“Excited to get your postings?” 


“Damn straight,” Daryl said. “What are you hoping for? Big ship or 
small ship?” 


“Small ship,” | said without hesitation. “More personal, easier to get 
to know people, and more chances to step outside your specialty.” 


“More opportunities for career advancement, as well,” Daryl said. 
“Are there?” 


“It’s easy to get lost in the background on a Galaxy-class. Hard to 
stand out when there are a hundred other people doing the same job 
across all shifts.” 


“There are some advantages, too,” Shiss said. “Larger ships have 
more prestige to them. When your name comes up for promotion, 
having a captain like Riker or Courvoisier on your service record is a 
real career booster.” 


“Still an uphill battle,” Daryl argued. 


| shrugged. “All the same to me. I’m not that interested in 
advancement.” 


“No dreams of running your own ship someday?” 


| almost said ‘no’ immediately; even being second in command last 
Jump had been more responsibility than | liked. Then again, not all 
ships were Galaxy-sized. | could see myself running a twenty person 
survey ship someday... but in the end, the answer didn’t matter. It 
was a long way from Ensign to Captain, and there was no way | 
could rise that high in the remaining six years of our visit. 


“Maybe someday,” | hedged, “but for now | just want to do my job 
well. What kind of ship do you want? Big or small?” 


“Big,” Shiss said immediately. “More people, more stories, more 
amenities, and more interesting missions. | mean, meeting strange 
new people is the whole reason | decided to take classes on Earth, 
rather than Andoria.” 


| nodded politely, having heard that story four or five times already. 
“What about you?” | asked Daryl. 


“Small,” he said. “Unlike Miss Genius here, I’m going to have to work 
for my promotions.” 


“Maybe I'll make Captain after all now, that you’re not holding me 
back, Daryldactle,” | said with a smirk. “Goodness knows I've carried 
you long enough.” 

“Maybe I'll make Captain without you overshadowing me all the time, 
Casshole,” he shot back, punctuated with a playful elbow to my ribs. 
“This dinosaur is ready to leave the nest!” 

“You two are impossible,” Shiss said, though he was smiling, too. 


| gave him a hefty pat on the back. “Seriously, though, glad | caught 
you two. You know where Ebav is?” 


“About twenty meters that way,” Shiss said without hesitation. “Did 
you hear he wants to go back to Yarilia?” 


“What? Why?” 
“Science.” 


| looked to Daryl for a better explanation, but he just shrugged. “I'll 
ask him, then,” | said. 


We said our goodbyes, and | headed off in the direction Shiss had 
indicated. Ebav wasn’t hard to spot; Andoria had its own Academy, 


so Andorians made up a pretty small percentage of the Earth 
Academy’s students. Most of those were Europa natives... like my 
target. “Ebav!” | shouted. “Ebav! Over here!” 


“Ensign Rhodes, sir!” he called back, becoming the fifth or sixth 
person to salute me in the last half an hour. 


“Not you too,” | groaned. “What’s this | hear about you going back to 
Planet Hurricane?” 


“It’s not every day life hands you an unexplored area of science ona 
silver platter,” Ebav said eagerly. “I joined Starfleet because | grew 
up on stories of Ashathiass Ch’ichithrik.” When | failed to react 
appropriately, he added, “He was the Andorian explorer and 
scientist. We talk about him the way you talk about Newton, or the 
turtle guy-” 


“Turtle guy’?” 
“Yeah. Uh, biologist sailor guy?” 


“Darwin?” | guessed, still confused by the mention of turtles. 
Galapagos turtles, maybe? 


“There you go. Anyway, Ch’ichithrik is probably best known as the 
first Andorian to fully descend Bosath’ryl Crevasse, about five 

hundred years before we got to space. The things he found down 
there completely changed our understanding of the fossil record.” 


“How’s that?” 


“Bosath’ryl is a perfect cross-section of millions of years of strata that 
was only ‘revealed’ recently, geologically speaking-it split open about 
twenty thousand years ago. Ch’ichithrik was able to use that cross- 
section as a control to show that the ‘richest’ fossil deposits were 
actually due to thermal upthrusts mixing samples together that 
should have been separated by millions of years-this was long 


before the advent of radioisotope dating-which directly led to our 
discovery of evolution.” 


Ebav grew more animated as he dove into retelling of one of his 
favorite stories. “Now, the reason no one had gotten even halfway 
down before was because except the parts that were actually 
exposed to daylight, the entire fissure was terra incognita. Err, did 
the translator get that right?” | nodded. “Great. So: Bosath’ryl is close 
to half a kilometer wide at the top, which sounds impressive until you 
realize how insignificant that is compared to the depth of the place. 
Before long, the entire place is pitch black, and electric lighting was 
still in its infancy; even the strongest hand-lamp couldn’t show you 
more than a dozen meters ahead of you. It wasn’t like you could just 
replicate a rope long enough to go all the way down without having 
to stop and re-anchor yourself, ether, and he’d need to sleep and 
eat, as well. 


“So Chichithrik had to do a blind descent-no map, no guide, no 
knowledge of where there would be outcroppings to camp on or bare 
rock to anchor a wall-tent, nothing-and that meant he had to invent 
the techniques to make it possible at all. And since his peers 
considered him crazy, he did his first descent solo, as well!” Ebav 
paused for breath, then cleared his throat awkwardly when he 
realized he’d gotten carried away. “The point is: | dream of being the 
first person to discover something,” he continued. “Then we got 
stranded on a planet with a weather phenomenon that had never 
been seen before. That’s opportunity knocking.” 


“No one went back to study it since?” | asked. 


“How long do you think it takes to organize a study like that? I’ve 
spent the last three years pushing paperwork around trying to geta 
mission approved. At this rate, it’s going to be another year or two 
before | get to go back, and it'll be probes only unless |’m willing to 
wait another decade for the risk assessment paperwork to go 
through.” 


“Do you really want to go back down there?” 


He laughed. “Not even slightly, but it would be nice to have the 
option if we found a reason.” 


“Fair enough. You see Kark yet?” 

“Nope. Send him my way if you see him, would you?” 
“Sure thing. Good luck out there, Eeb.” 

“Same to you, Ronnie.” We shook hands and parted ways. 


Kark was, unsurprisingly, comparing scars with a group of other 
Klingons that were probably his family; | exchanged congratulations 
and sent him to Ebav as instructed. He ‘sir’d’ me as well-either 
everyone | knew had agreed to do that as a joke, or they'd all 
independently decided it would be funny. | wasn’t sure which 
possibility | found more obnoxious. 


That was pretty much everyone I’d intended to seek out, so | headed 
back towards where I’d left Max and fell victim to Daisy and her 
massive cluster of overly enthusiastic acquaintances. By the time | 
disentangled myself, only Max, Garrus, and Diane were still waiting 
for me, standing in the shade of a tree on the path to the shuttle pad. 


“| did it,” | said with a smile, fingering the pip on my collar. “You're 
speaking to Ensign Cassandra Rhodes. Thanks to you.” I’d 
completed my double major, as well, which would probably have 
been impossible without the mental wellness upgrade and a whole 
lot of Extreme Teaching on Max’s part. 


“Aw, shucks,” Max said, grinning widely. 

Gary poked him in the arm. “Give ’er her gift,” he said. 

“Oh, right! We got you this.” Max handed me a cardboard box that he 
hadn’t been holding a second ago, and | held it against my chest 


with one arm while | opened it with the other. Inside, cocooned in 
bubble-wrap, was a large mahogany plaque with an ornate brass 


plate screwed to the front on which three words were clearly 
engraved between the UFP and Starfleet logos. 


AVOID THE NARRATIVE. 


“Really encouraging guys,” | said, the words dripping with sarcasm. 
“Thanks a ton.” 


“It ll be fine,” Max said. “You’re a yellow shirt.” 


“| like it, honest. It’s a nice gift. Just the right level of obnoxiousness.” 
| put the plaque back in the box for safekeeping and tucked it under 
my arm. 


“It’s not the only gift we got you,” Gary said with a grin. 
“Oh?” 


“It's a surprise,” Diane said. “Tomorrow, bright and early. We’re going 
on a trip.” 


“Ooooh.” | grinned. “I can’t wait.” 


“Until then, we might as well head back to the Warehouse,” Max 
said. “I wanted to show you something there, as well.” 


“Another surprise?” 


“Sort of? One of the goodies | picked up a while ago means that we 
get a version of the fandom wiki for any universe we enter, except 
that it’s for the timeline we create, rather than canon. | thought you’d 
get a kick out of that.” 


| raised an eyebrow. “Anything specific?” 


“You!” he said happily. “Congratulations, Cass; you’re a background 
character in a hypothetical Star Trek series.” 


“Normally we only get the ‘update’ at the end of the Jump,” Gary 
added, “but | guess since this jump is technically over, our changes 
show up immediately.” 


“Okay, I’m curious,” | admitted. “Let’s see what the wiki has to say.” 
---X==X==X--- 
Reading the summary on the wiki article was amusing. 


Reading the production notes and trivia was... less so, and produced 
quite a bit of swearing. | wasn’t sure how much control Management 
had over the universe or the wiki we had of it, but it seemed my 
Psych Test had not been ‘the extent of their hazing’. 


Thus did my time as a Borg Starfleet Cadet come to an end much 
the same way it had begun: with me screaming into a pillow. 


---X==X==X--- 


Graduation had started at nine in the morning and ended around 
noon, so by the time I'd finished my ill-advised reading it was well 
past lunchtime. | ‘ordered’ a pizza-which is to say | went over to one 
of the buffet’s Schroedinger’s Trays while desiring a pizza and 
removed the lid to reveal exactly what | wanted-then decided to be 
social. 


“Hey, Tess. Mind if | join you?” 
“Not at all. | was just talking to myself.” 


“In a manner of speaking,” Dragon added, her voice coming from 
nowhere. 


“Cool.” | sat down across from Tess and her grilled sandwich. A 
quick nibble of my pizza confirmed that the temperature was perfect, 
as always. “What's the topic?” 


“Being human, obviously,” Tess said. 


| nodded. “Well, you've got three and a half years under your belt, 
now. What’s the verdict?” 


She laughed. “It’s awesome.” 

“| apparently lost the coin flip,” Dragon added wryly. 
“At least you don’t have to sleep,” Tess told her. 
“You don't like sleeping?” | asked. 


“| don’t mind falling asleep,” she explained. “Waking up isn’t as bad 
as | heard, either. What | don’t like is being asleep. More than a third 
of the day is just ‘gone’, and the consequences for ignoring it are... 
unpleasant.” 


| grinned. “So, sleep: not a favorite. What do you like about being 
human?” 


“Socializing is probably my favorite part,” she said. “It’s so much 
nicer being in physical space with people. Even the suits | used to 
use didn’t give the same feeling.” 


“Talking to capes in costume is always a bit impersonal,” | agreed. 
“Masks really get in the way.” 


“What about the sensations?” Dragon asked. 


“Oh, yes, sensations, definitely. We had sensors, but there’s 
something fundamentally different about feeling something that you 
can’t describe-like colors to the blind.” She laughed. “That’s a very 
appropriate analogy, actually. You know, | never realized how literal 
the term ‘gut feeling’ was.” 


“What do you mean?” | asked. 
“| mean... temperature isn’t a number, it's something you sense ina 


general way. Vague, but in a certain direction. Does that make any 
sense?” 


My mouth was full of pizza, so | just nodded. 


“And then there’s sound,” Tess continued. “I could detect sound, but | 
was analyzing audio waves, not hearing.” 


“And taste, of course,” Dragon added. 


“And taste!” Tess agreed. “But I’ve waxed poetic about flavors 
enough.” 


“For days,” Dragon said dryly. 

“It wasn’t that long.” 

“Not in one sitting, but if | were to sum the time you’ve spent-” 
“Anyway,” Tess said sharply, “Those are the highlights. On the 
whole, though, being human is surprisingly mundane. The first day, 
all | could think about was, ‘I’m human!’, but by the end of the first 


week, it was just who | was.” 


“You don’t have days where you wake up and think, ‘Oh yeah, I’m 
human! This is great!’?” | asked. 


“| do, actually,” she admitted. “I expect that will go away soon 
enough.” 


“It didn’t for me.” 
“Sorry?” Dragon asked. 


“Being a woman,” | explained. “I guess that never came up, did it?” 
The question drew a raised eyebrow from Tess-and probably 
Dragon. “I’m transgender, or at least | was. | was born male, back on 
my original world, and grew up with a sort of permanent malaise | 
only identified as gender dysphoria in my late twenties.” 


“| never knew.” 


“Like | said, it never came up.” | shrugged. “Anyway, | was extremely 
happy to finally have the body | wanted instead of the one nature 
gave me, and the moments of realization that things are good 
haven't stopped. Well, except for last Jump, but that was a bit of a 
special case.” 


“How so?” she asked. 


“It was the first time | got memories to go with my new identity, and 
they hit me really hard because | took drawbacks that made it more 
severe. | was a very different person in Bet-maybe less so towards 
the end, but early on? Definitely.” 


“So having memories of growing up as a girl stopped those ‘euphoric 
moments’?” Dragon asked. 


“No, they didn’t stop. | didn’t have them as Kasey, but now that I’m 
more... myself, they still crop up from time to time." 


“| suppose we'll see,” Tess said. “It’s an odd parallel. It never 
occurred to me that there would be a... well, ‘parallel’ is the only 
term | can think of, to be honest.” 


“Not that odd,” Dragon argued. “It’s about dissatisfaction with one’s 
physical self.” 


“Not just the physical,” | said. “People treated you differently when 
they knew you weren't biological, right?” 


“Well, yes, but by the time that became common knowledge, we 
were different.” 


“But we did miss being treated like a normal person,” Tess said. 
“Still, that makes the parallel true, not ‘less odd’.” 


“Then what makes it odd in the first place?” | asked. 


She stopped and thought about that. “The symbolism,” she said. “Is 
it a coincidence that so many fictional Al decide they want to be 


human women?” 
“Well, a lot of media is written by lonely men,” Dragon said. 
“That’s hardly a satisfying explanation.” 


“Maybe it’s for the same reason that transphobes focus so hard on 
trans women while ignoring trans men,” | suggested. 


“What reason is that?” Dragon asked. 


“I’m not sure. There does seem to be a pattern, though, right?” | 
thought about it for a moment. “Maybe misogynists think that women 
are bad and being a man is so awesome, they literally can’t 
comprehend someone choosing to be otherwise? Or that if a man 
can become a woman, there’s nothing stopping others from treating 
them the way they treat cis women?” 


“Maybe,” she agreed. “Or perhaps bigots believe that if they are 
‘fooled’ into being attracted to a transwoman-whom their transphobia 
defines as a man-then they have been ‘made gay’-which their 
homophobia defines as ‘unacceptable’.” 


“What about us?” Tess asked. 


“If you start with the assumption that computers are genderless, 
attraction towards one would be some form of queerness,” Dragon 
said. “Someone who values their ‘straightness’ might be just as 
disturbed to learn the woman they’re lusting after is genderless as 
they are to learn she’s male.” 


“You mean someone they label as genderless or male,” | said. 


“Yes, that’s what | meant. | was speaking from the point of view of 
the intolerant male.” 


Tess hummed. “That would explain why so many gynoids end up 
violently disassembled by the end of the work.” 


“A metaphor for ‘gay panic’?” | asked. 

“More of a parallel than anything else,” Dragon said. “The 
dismemberment is used to further highlight their inhumanity or 
‘falsehood’ by exposing the machinery behind the facade.” 

“Western tradition has this ‘undercurrent of fear’ that femininity is 
sinister and beguiling,” Tess added. “It’s why tropes like ‘evil is sexy’ 
or the ‘femme fatal’ exist.” 

“It goes all the way back to Pandora,” Dragon agreed. “The ‘first 
woman’ in Greek creation myth was created specifically to enthrall a 
man and lead him to ruin. If femininity is ‘sinister and beguiling’ on its 
own, then anything ‘artificially’ feminine is clearly a trap.” 

“That is an extremely unfortunate choice of words,” | said. 

“Oh, dear. Yes, it was.” 


Tess decided that little blunder was a good reason to change the 
topic. “Cass, did Max promise you a ‘Surprise’ too?” 


My mouth was full, so | busied myself wiping pizza crumbs off my 
hands while | chewed. “Yeah. Apparently I’m going on a trip 
tomorrow. You too?” 


“Us too,” Dragon said. “I’m not sure exactly how I’m ‘going’ 
anywhere, but Max said it was for both of us.” 


“Huh. Any idea where or why?” 

“None. Max was careful not to do anything where | could hear.” 
“| Know Dinah has her own surprise as well,” Tess said. 

“Huh,” | repeated. 


A minute passed in silence as Tess and | focused on our food. 


“Speaking of symbolism, though,” | said rather abruptly, “apparently 
my entire Academy experience here was just a metaphor for me 
being trans... or maybe not being trans.” 


“What do you mean, not being trans?” Dragon asked. “You said you 
were born male and transitioned, right?” 


“| was, in my world... well, actually, | wouldn’t claim to ‘have 
transitioned’. I'd barely begun. But the point | was making is that 
Kasey Hudson and Cassandra Rhodes are cis women.” 


“Are they?” she asked. 

“Aren't they?” 

Dragon left the rhetorical question alone. 
“What's the metaphor, then?” Tess asked. 


“Right, the metaphor. Remember the mess | made during freshman 
year, on the Practical?” 


She laughed. “How could we forget?” 


“How indeed. Well, | made the mistake of looking up that ‘adventure’ 
on some out-of-universe wiki Max has, and apparently the entire 
thing was ‘written’ as a schlocky morality play about trans rights and 
discrimination, with ex-Borg Drones standing in for transgender 
people and Alicia as the antagonist.” | reached up and felt the 
implant over my eye without conscious thought. “It’s actually scary 
how apt the metaphor is. The more | think about it, the deeper | go, 
and the idea that events just sort of lined up that way strains 
credibility.” 


“Is the article ‘real’?” Dragon asked. “Sorry, that’s not the right word 
to use. What | mean is, were your adventures actually another work 
of fiction, or did you just see a hypothetical article that might have 


been written in a universe where your adventure was a work of 
fiction?” 


“Max made it sound like the former, but there’s honestly no way to 
tell.” | sighed. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. But back to the metaphor... 
the Borg are a minority group. They suffer mistreatment, 
discrimination, and prejudice... even when it’s subtle, it’s always 
there. Not to mention the trauma of having gone through 
assimilation, the body horror... all of that. 


“When we chose who we were going to be, | decided to be... this. It 
didn’t really mean anything to me. I’d seen the last decade of Star 
Trek play out in broad strokes, but | didn’t internalize what it would 
be like for people who... you know. It makes me feel bad for treating 
it as something cool when it’s a source of intense suffering to real 
survivors. ‘Bad’ isn’t a strong enough term; it made me feel like a... 
even ‘asshole’ isn’t a strong enough word. It’s insensitive, 
voyeuristic, maybe even violent. | don’t have the shared experience 
that defines the group | put myself in, and | feel like | shouldn't be in 
their... ‘spaces’, for lack of a better word. 


“The point I’m trying to make is that once | read that whole 
metaphor-symbolism thing, | realized that | can say much the same 
thing about being transgender. I’ve lived for years as a woman-a cis 
woman-and it’s making me question my... my privilege, | guess. 
Kasey Hudson doesn’t have a place in trans spaces any more than 
Cassandra Rhodes belongs with the other ex-Borg.” 


“That's a pretty strict interpretation,” Tess said. “Regardless of 
Kasey’s history, you still deserve a place there if you want one. You 
do have that ‘shared experience’, don’t you?” 


“| had it,” | said, “but then my problems were magically solved in the 
most blatant-wish-fulfillment way possible. How much do | have in 
common with people who had to suffer through a long, painful, 
difficult process to get something that still isn’t as good as what | was 
handed for free?” 


“You still know how it feels to start the journey, even if you didn’t 
need to finish it.” 


| didn’t feel like arguing the point, so | just shrugged in response. 
“Does that upset you?” Dragon asked. “Not... ‘belonging’, | mean.” 


“| wouldn't say it upsets me, but it’s definitely making me question 
my perspective.” | paused for thought. “I do feel a little bad for getting 
‘lucky’ when | know a lot of people back home who deserve a 
miracle like this just as much as | do.” 


“Maybe you'll be able to help when you go back,” Tess said. 


“Maybe,” | agreed blandly. She’d meant well, but the thought wasn’t 
a good one; | didn’t want to go back, and suggestions like that made 
me feel like | had a responsibility to do it anyway. Tess must have 
picked up on my mood; she turned her attention squarely at her meal 
rather than trying to continue the conversation. 


We'd just about finished eating when Zero interrupted the silence 
with a call of, “Hey, girls,” from behind me. | twisted around to say 
‘Hi’ with Tess and Dragon, then raised my eye at the tray she was 
holding. It was laden with food: burgers, pizza, vegetables, rice, and 
an entire roast chicken were just the things | could see at the top of 
the pile. “Mind if we sit down?” she asked, pointing a thumb over her 
shoulder at Darkness, who had a tray that was somehow even more 
full. 


“Not at all,” was the unanimous response, so Darkness walked 
around to sit down next to Tess while Zero slid into the seat beside 
me and immediately began stuffing her mouth. 


“So,” Zero said through a mouthful of food, somehow perfectly 
understandable and not spraying rice everywhere, “what were we 
talking about?” Does she have a perk specifically for speaking with 
her mouth full or something? 


Tess looked to me to answer, so | explained, “I was talking about 
how being a liberated Borg was an out-of-universe metaphor for 
trans people. Honestly, I’m shocked | didn’t realize after | visited that 
Support group. The people there were dealing with body-image 
issues, body-status issues, having to hide, anxiety around being 
‘clocked’, discrimination, fear-mongering... once it was pointed out, | 
couldn't stop seeing the similarities everywhere.” 


“Always iffy doing a ‘lifestyle acceptance’ aesop with something 
actually dangerous,” Zero said skeptically. “Vampires, Werewolves, 
Zombies, whatever... what kind of message does it send if your 
metaphor for queer people are actual monsters?” 


“Liberated Borg, | said.” 


She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, | know you’re not contagious or anything, 
but all drones were dangerous at some point, right? Like, what about 
the people who have to deal with killing people while they were still 
mind-controlled? That’s not a trans thing I’ve ever heard of.” 


“Okay, so it’s not perfect,” | huffed. “Actually, even that has a parallel, 
in a way. It’s less extreme, but | did grow up a card-carrying member 
of the patriarchy, with all the social violence that implies. Like... as 
someone who came up as a pre-transition lesbian, | have a really 
complicated relationship with the female body and the male gaze. 
When | see an attractive woman-” 


“Just say ‘hot’. It’s what you’re thinking anyway.” 


“When | see a hot chick,” | said defiantly, “am | ogling her as a 
person-socially-conditioned-as-a-male lusting after her, as a lesbian 
lusting after her, or as a ttanswoman who wants to be her?” 


She gave me a patronizing look. “That isn’t unique to trans women, 
hon. Every les or bi woman has the same thoughts when a hottie 
walks by. ‘Damn, do | want to tap that or be that?’ And, yeah, we 
have to deal with the fact that sometimes the same presentations 
that fetishize us also appeal to us. It’s part of the lifestyle.” 


“| certainly haven’t noticed any such gaze from you,” Darkness 
added. “Have you been looking at me when | wasn’t paying 
attention? Have | really missed such a violent assault on 
myyyaaaaaaaaaahh” she yelped as she abruptly tipped backwards 
in her chair. Throwing up her hands to steady herself only succeeded 
in sending the bowl of noodle soup she’d been slurping from high 
into the air, where it traced a graceful arc before slamming straight 
down on her upturned face. 


“Wasn't me,” Zero said in the least convincing manner possible. 
“Anyway, | get where you’re going with this. Don’t let yourself fall 
back into that gender-essentialism shit; women are sexual creatures, 
too. Well, unless we’re ace, obviously.” She stuffed more food into 
her mouth, then asked, “Say, Tess, did you ever work out a way to 
share memories with Dragon?” 


“We've figured it out,” Tess said. 
“Nice. What’s the trick?” 


Darkness still hadn’t moved after taking the dish to the face. Are we 
all just going to ignore that? The answer seemed to be yes. 


“Alt forms,” Dragon said. 

“She can turn back into a computer-based lifeform?” 

“Yeah,” Dragon agreed. “I was talking to Management-” 

“The specifics aren't important,” Tess interrupted. 

“Oho?” Zero asked. “Details, come on.” 

“That's it. End of story.” 

“As | was saying,” Dragon continued, “I argued that if everyone has 


the ability to revert to their ‘original’ form, then Tess should have an 
alt form that would be compatible with my systems.” 


“Dragon,” Tess warned. 


“So they did... something, and when Tess went and tried out the new 
alt form-” 


“Don't do this to me!” 
“-she turned into a Tamagotchi!” 


“Draaagooon, noooo!” Tess wailed, hiding her face in her hands. 
“Why would you tell them? You'll have to remember this!” 


“And you'll remember how funny it was from my point of view,” 
Dragon said. 


Zero stopped laughing just long enough to turn to me and ask, “Does 
that make the prank funny to both sides?” 
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Summary © Edit 


Teaser © Edit 


Aboard an unidentified Starfleet vessel, several crewmen are 
attempting to barricade the door to engineering from the inside. The 
door blows open to reveal a Borg drone. Despite the efforts of the 
crew, the Borg drone quickly overpowers them, killing or assimilating 
all crew members in engineering. The Borg drone pauses to survey 
the engineering deck, then leaves, indifferent to the bodies left 
behind. The camera cuts to a dimly-lit room, and a silhouetted Cadet 
wakes with a start in her bed. She orders the computer to raise the 


lights, revealing several implants on her face indicating she is a 
former Borg Drone. Her roommate is already awake, looking at a 
PADD, and looks at her with disgust before leaving the 
hyperventilating cadet alone in the room. 


Act One © Edit 


In the mess hall, Cadets Shiss and Ebav discuss the upcoming 
Practical Exercise, a short mission in which three pairs of Cadets are 
grouped together to perform a simple task. The two discuss the 
grading system, and Ebav expresses some concern over their 
partners; he worries that they will be stuck with people whose 
performance will affect the entire group's grade. Meanwhile, at 
another table the liberated Borg from the Teaser is eating with a 
group of friends. They are also discussing the upcoming Practical 
Exercises, but the former Borg, Cadet Cassandra Rhodes, is 
concerned about her ability to work with her partner. The camera 
then returns to the Andorian pair, who speculate on their possible 
assignments and partners. Their discussion is interrupted by an 
announcement that the Practical Exercise assignments have been 
posted. 


In another room, the other cadet visible in the Teaser, Cadet Alicia 
Merrill, is shown looking at an image of her family on a viewscreen in 
her quarters. She flips through several images, including obituaries 
indicating that both her parents died in separate battles with the 
Borg. She receives the same public announcement notification, and 
picks up her PADD. She then heads to the transporter room and 
beams up to Earth Spacedock immediately, where she reports to the 
USS Tehran for duty. 


On Earth, Rhodes attends a group meeting for former Borg drones, 
where they discuss the issues with adjusting to normal life, and their 
own feelings about their pasts. She asks for advice on dealing with 
people hostile to former drones, but is unsatisfied with the response. 


Act Two © Edit 


Now onboard the Tehran, Shiss heads to the briefing room, where 
he encounters Rhodes waiting outside the door. Once Ebav arrives, 
the three enter to a frosty reception from Acting Captain Merrill. Ebav 
and Shiss discuss the planet and their mission, but Merrill makes no 
attempt to include Rhodes in the discussion at all, and Rhodes 
herself remains silent. Once the briefing ends, Rhodes requests to 
borrow Ebav's PADD, which he refuses; he informs her that she 
needs to work out the issue with her crewmate herself, before it 
affects the mission. 


Back in their quarters, Shiss and Ebav bemoan their situation. After 
a brief argument, they conclude that they will have to address the 
problem, and they split up to seek out the two humans. Shiss cannot 
find Rhodes; she is not in her quarters, nor any of the common areas 
open to the cadets. The computer states that her current location is 
‘unavailable’, so he goes to report his failure to Ebav. He finds the 
other cadet futilely pounding on Merrill's door, demanding that she 
answer. His tantrum is interrupted by Merrill herself, who notes that, 
had he bothered to query the ship's computer, he would know that 
she left her room ten minutes ago. Ebav warns her that her behavior 
will result in the group failing the exercise, but Merrill is unmoved. 
She insists that the three of them are perfectly capable of handling 
the mission, and orders them to leave when they attempt to follow 
her into her quarters. 


Ebav heads to the Tehran's counselor, Lt. Miras. Ebav explains the 
problem, and Miras suggests that the team dynamics are part of the 
exercise. As such, he declines to offer specific advice, only telling 
Ebav that even if they complete their mission, they will fail the 
exercise if they do not do so as a team. Ebav leaves, and Miras 
contacts Rear Admiral Aldern at the academy. Miras questions the 
team assignment, prompting Aldern to confirm that teamwork is the 
point of the test. He points out that the mission itself largely consists 
of "waiting for a machine to beep," and that any one of the cadets 
could have done the job alone if they had provided them witha 
modern sensor suite instead of the antique Type-11. 


Elsewhere, Ebav finds Shiss drinking in the lounge, and the two 
complain about the stubbornness of their captain and the absence of 
their engineer. Discouraged, but not ready to give up, Shiss heads 
back to Merrill's room, only to meet a badly disheveled Rhodes on 
the way there. She explains that she's spent the last three days 
without sleep trying to complete the tasks Merrill assigned her, and 
gives him a copy of the report. Shiss confronts Merrill in her room, 
demanding to Know what Rhodes was doing; Merrill states that she 
had 'Twelve' inspect every item on their equipment list because 'it' 
demanded something to do. When Shiss accuses her of abusing her 
position, Merrill repeats her claim that Rhodes isn't necessary for the 
mission, despite Shiss's reminder that the exercise grade includes 
their ability to cooperate. Shiss demands to know what the problem 
is; Merrill refuses to speak of it, and threatens to call security if Shiss 
does not leave. 


Act Three © Edit 


After a short shuttle ride, the three arrive in a light downpour. Merrill 
demands that Rhodes begin unloading the equipment. Ebav notes 
that the equipment is far too heavy for one person to move, only for 
Rhodes to do just that, managing to unload the entire weather 
station on her own, albeit with great effort. She is then forced to carry 
the load up a steep hill; when Shiss attempts to aid her, Merrill 
orders him to carry the transceiver rather than attempt to lighten his 
crewmate's load. Ebav and Merrill get into a shouting match that 
ends with Merrill pulling rank and reminding him that he is being 
evaluated for his ability to follow orders, to which he reminds Merrill 
that she is being graded on her ability to give orders. Merrill then 
admits that she expected Rhodes to ask for help, prompting further 
rebuke from Ebav. Meanwhile, Shiss and Rhodes set up the 
equipment at the top of the hill, and Rhodes explains that Merrill's 
parents died to the Borg, and that the other Cadet can't see her as 
anything other than a monster. 


Merrill instructs Shiss and Rhodes to monitor the equipment during 
the storm, forcing them to make frequent trips up the hill while the 


others take shelter in the tents. Neither complain, but Ebav continues 
to glare at Merrill each time one of the other cadets leaves. Once the 
two are alone, he again rebukes Merrill, who dismisses his 
complaints and refers to Rhodes as a 'machine' that will do what it is 
told. Ebav is visibly disgusted and storms out to the shuttle, where 
he begins drafting a letter to the Academy complaining of Merrill's 
conduct. Meanwhile, Shiss and Rhodes cooperate to solve a 
problem with the transceiver and learn that the severity of the storm 
is caused by a unique interaction between the planet's atmosphere 
and subspace. 


Now that the storm has passed, Merrill orders the crew to pack up 
the equipment and prepare to return to the Tehran. Shiss comments 
that the calm is temporary and the storm will start again soon. 
Rhodes, meanwhile, notes that one of the shuttle's impulse thrusters 
have been damaged at some point during their descent, and should 
be repaired. Merrill demands to know if the damage is critical, and 
Rhodes admits that it is unlikely to affect the shuttle for the short 
flight necessary to reach the Tehran. Merrill instructs her to note it in 
the maintenance log, and they take off. 


During the ascent, a bolt of lightning strikes the shuttlecraft, causing 
the impulse engines to fail. Ebav attempts to keep the shuttle steady 
while Rhodes works to stabilize the engine, but both impulse engines 
are now physically damaged and cannot lift the shuttle, and diverting 
more power to the engines causes an explosion. After a brief 
argument over the limited crash seats, the two Andorians are 
strapped in, leaving the humans to brace as best they can. Ebav 
sends the shuttle into a listing glide, praying that he is able to find 
another island, lest they drown in the choppy sea. They barely make 
it, and the shuttle crashes through the trees, spilling equipment over 
the rocky jungle before coming to a rest on its side. 


Act Four & Edit 


Back on the Tehran, one of the bridge officers notes that the cadets 
have stopped transmitting weather data, but the shuttle hasn't 
returned. The Captain suggests it could be due to the cadets having 


trouble with their equipment, and orders that the Tehran keep its 
sensors pointed at the planet, to see if they can pick the signal back 
up. He notes that the shuttle won't be late for another few days. 


Meanwhile, the cadets are in rough shape, lacking food and medical 
supplies. Shiss is confident that this is part of the exercise, a 
deliberately simulated emergency that they are being graded on, but 
the other cadets disagree. Merrill decides that they'll follow the trail 
left by their crash back across the island, looking for the gear and 
supplies that spilled out of the shuttle. However, another storm hits 
and forces them to take cover under a rock, where they review their 
dire food supplies. Once the storm passes, the cadets resume their 
hike, but struggle to follow the trail: due to the shuttle's tumbling 
during the crash, there are long breaks in the trail. Fearing that 
they've strayed off the path, Shiss climbs a tree to spot the next 
patch of destroyed jungle, but on the way down, he falls and breaks 
his leg. He apologizes for his mistake and states that the test needs 
to be canceled, as he needs urgent medical attention. No help 
arrives, and the cadets are forced to accept that this isn't a test. 
They are on their own. 


The cadets continue onward and attempt to treat Shiss' injuries. 
However, Shiss' condition worsens over the next day, leading to a 
fight between Ebav and Merrill over their next action. Ebav insists 
that finding a way to signal for help is even more urgent than ever 
due to Shiss' injury, while Merrill replies that they won't be able to 
carry him, and that they need to find shelter before another storm 
like the one they came to measure hits. The fight escalates to 
shouting, and the group splits. Ebav carries Shiss, while Rhodes 
trails after Merrill. 


Ebav continues to search for the transmitter, talking to Shiss as he 
does. Despite his Andorian constitution, he suffers from the storms, 
particularly the high winds. He finds several fragments of the shuttle, 
but they are useless; torn hull panels and damaged supplies. He is 
able to create a crude splint for Shiss' leg from bits of tent, but Shiss 
is fading in and out of consciousness and doesn't respond. 


Meanwhile, the two humans reach a cave system, where they settle 
in to wait for another lull in the storm. 


Shiss has a lucid moment and begins to talk, blaming himself for the 
current state of the mission, which Ebav denies. The conversation is 
intercut with a similar conversation between Merrill and Rhodes, with 
each of the four cadets attempting to take the blame for the crash 
and subsequent problems. Shiss blames himself for his injury, for not 
taking the danger seriously, and for not warning Ebav to avoid the 
heavier storms on the flight up. Merrill blames herself for ignoring 
Rhodes' warnings and driving a wedge into their group. Ebav blames 
his piloting for the crash, noting that he'd flown a standard flight 
pattern rather than having the computer compensate for the storm, 
and states that his temper resulted in the group being divided. 
Rhodes blames herself for not refusing to ignore the engine problem, 
and for the disastrous results of her attempted fix in mid-flight. The 
conversations end when Shiss drifts back into delirium and Rhodes 
and Merrill go to sleep. 


Act Five © Edit 


Ebav continues his search, and eventually beats the odds and finds 
the transmitter, but it is too badly damaged to function, and he 
cannot repair it. He despairs that even though he's found the one 
thing they needed most, it's useless without the other cadets. Ebav 
removes the splint from Shiss' leg and uses the scrap of tent as a 
flag, hoping that the others will come look for them after the storm. 
He considers going out to try and find the others, but is unwilling to 
leave Shiss alone and can't carry his friend the entire way back to 
the mountain. As he sits down, he notes that his only hope is that the 
other cadets decide to look for him. 


Back in the cave, Rhodes and Merrill wake up in the early dawn light. 
Merrill describes her past, and the fact that she was on-board the 
Sacramento during its destruction, surviving in an isolated portion of 
the ship until she was rescued. The cadets discuss the Psych Tests 
they experienced during the Academy admission exams. Merrill 
believes her psych test was flawed, because she knew what to 


expect: given her past, the only scenario the Psych Test would 
generate would be one involving the Borg. Rhodes states that she 
almost failed her psych test, because while she was able to handle 
the situation, her solution did not display the skills the test was 
designed to measure. Her test involved facing her fear of having 
harmed others as a Borg, and was designed to test whether her fear 
of harming others would cripple her ability to act when her own life 
was on the line. The conversation begins to heal the rift between the 
two cadets, and they resolve to search for their crewmates once the 
storm abates. 


Ebav is talking to Shiss when he hears shouting, and he runs off to 
find Rhodes and Merrill, who have followed his trail through the 
jungle. Rhodes attempts to build a working transmitter out of the 
parts, but several components are too badly damaged. Ebav leads 
Merrill to a chunk of debris he found earlier, which turns out to be the 
Type-11 sensor station. She is able to identify and salvage the 
necessary components and returns them to Rhodes, who 
successfully builds the transmitter. She isn't confident that the signal 
will be understood as a distress beacon, so Merrill reaches over and 
begins transmitting a Morse SOS call using the main power switch. 


On board the Tehran, the sensor officer reports that they are getting 
a subspace signal from the planet, but it's just noise. The signal 
begins cutting in and out, and the bridge crew recognizes it as an 
SOS. The captain orders a shuttle to launch immediately, then has 
the Tehran modulate their own return signal ping to send the SOS 
code back to the transmitter. Merrill breaks into hysterical laughter 
when the signal light repeats her message, hugging the other cadets 
in relief. 


In the Tehran's sickbay, the four cadets are treated for their injuries. 
In separate debriefings, each cadet attempts to take responsibility for 
the crash, citing the reasons they mentioned earlier in the episode. 
Shiss claims that Ebav will support his guilt, Ebav claims Rhodes will 
support his guilt, Rhodes claims Merrill will support her guilt, and 
Merrill claims that all three of the others will support her guilt. Aldern 


concludes his viewing of the interviews by stating to another 
Academy official that while each cadet bears a portion of the blame 
for the crash, no single error would have created such a result. He 
states that only the 'perfect storm’ of coincidences and bad luck 
endangered the cadets, and that regardless of their personal 
feelings, they performed admirably under the circumstances. The 
episode ends with a voice-over of his conclusion over a shot of the 
cadets disembarking a shuttle at the Academy together, their 
grudges forgiven. 


Memorable quotes Edit 


"Just because it's not in a simulator doesn't make it a real mission." 
"l think you'll find that ‘not simulated is the exact definition of 'real’." 
- Ebav and Shiss, discussing the upcoming exercise 

"We'll be working with a Borg!" 

"SO?" 


"What do you mean, 'so?' Aren't you at all interested in what they're 
like?" 


"Probably like anyone else. Maybe a bit less rowdy... or more 
rowdy." 


- Shiss and Ebav 

"Welcome, Cadet Ch... Chazal... Chazhay-olir... Chazhay-" 
"Cadet Shiss is fine, ma’am." 

- Merrill and Shiss, upon first meeting 


"!am your commanding officer for this exercise!" 


"No, you're not! You can't be a commanding officer if you don't give 
me any commands!" 


- Merrill and Rhodes, after Rhodes confronts her acting captain. 
"Your attitude is going to ruin all of our evaluations!" 


"The three of us are perfectly capable of completing the mission 
without it, and our grades will reflect that." 


- Ebav and Merrill, on Rhodes 


"Maybe the point of the exercise isn't about the mission, but the 
people on it." 


"What?" 


"Teamwork. You're not being tested on your ability to work a weather 
Station, Cadet. You're being tested on your ability to work as a team 
with people you don't like." 


"I'm not the one with the problem! It's the two humans. They can't 
stand each other! Am | going to be judged for their stupidity?" 


"On a ship, the entire crew succeeds or fails together." 
- Miras and Ebav, after Ebav confronts Merrill 


"The mission is an excuse. Their only task is to deliver a machine to 
a planet and wait for it to beep. If we'd given them a modern system 
instead of a Type 11, any one of them could do it on their own. The 
exercise is about teamwork. Starfleet officers need to be able to 
work together, no matter their personal feelings." 


"They're at each other's throats enough that | got a visit from one of 
them already. You'll likely have a letter of censure from each of them 
complaining about someone's behavior." 


"A single letter would be a black mark on all of them. If they can't put 
aside their differences long enough to watch rain fall, they have no 
place on the bridge. On a ship-" 

"The entire crew succeeds or fails together, | know." 

- Aldern and Miras, discussing the team 


"If our engineer thinks hiding from her captain is acceptable Starfleet 
behavior, this mission Is already over." 


-Ebav, on Rhodes' absence 

"You're working her like a machine!" 

"It is a machine!" 

- Shiss and Merrill, on the latter's treatment of Rhodes 

"| don't understand why she listens to you at all." 

"It does what it's told, Cadet. That's how they work." 

-Ebav and Merrill, while Rhodes struggles with the weather station 
"What's the problem between you and the Captain?" 

"It's personal." 


"Obviously. There's nothing professional about the way you two act 
at all." 


- Shiss and Rhodes, on her feud with Merrill 
"| have no memories prior to my disconnection." 
"Well... you seem very well adjusted." 


-Rhodes and Shiss, while setting up the equipment 


"| wish to lodge a formal complaint against Acting Captain Merrill for 
her behavior during this exercise... " 


- Ebav, composing a letter of complaint against Merrill 
"We're only in the eye of the storm." 
"Does that matter?" 


"For the flight? It shouldn't. | just want to leave before we get soaked 
again." 


-Shiss and Ebav, while packing the shuttle 


"Captain, why have me inspect the shuttle at all if you're not going to 
listen to me? It will take an hour to fix, at most." 


"Lam listening to you. You found an issue. It is not a serious problem 
and it will not affect our flight. Log it for maintenance and prepare for 
departure, Twelve." 


- Merrill and Rhodes, before taking off for the Tehran 


"Miss Rhodes, your panel should be able to access the orbital 
survey!" 


"What panel?" 

-Shiss and Rhodes, after her control panel in the shuttle explodes 
"They wouldn't make it that bad. | mean, this Is a test, right? Part of 
the exercise? We're not stranded here. This is just an extra step. A 


surprise Survival course. We're not going to starve to death or 
anything." 


- Shiss, after the crash 


"| failed the test. We can't keep going now; | need urgent medical 
attention." 


"We need to keep going. We can't just stop." 


"We have to. Cancel the test! | need antiseptics and dermal 
regeneration before infection sets in." 


- Shiss and Ebav, after Shiss' fall 

"You have your orders, Cadet!" 

"Then this is a mutiny!" 

- Merrill and Ebav 

"! once got caught in a blizzard while climbing glaciers on a family 
vacation to Andoria. Did | ever tell you that story? It was a lot worse 
than this. Well, it was a bit worse. Well, it was at least this bad. (Long 
pause) It was almost this bad. God, this wind is awful!" 


- Ebav monologuing while carrying Shiss 


"I'm not sure fixing is the right term for this project, but | think | can 
build a new transmitter with the parts." 


- Rhodes, on the broken transmitter 


Background information @Edit 


Production history Edit 


Revised final draft script: 17 September 2015 Premiere airdate: 4 
May 2016 Story and production = Edit 


The episode was written by Mathew Greer and Carl Mossley based 
on a submitted script by Steven Ersbin. According to Greer, the 
original draft focused more on the experience of the Borg character 
in general: "/t wasn't a bad script. I'd even say it was a good script. 
But it wasn't a new script. A former drone adjusting to normal life... it 
was too much of what we'd already seen with Seven of Nine in 


Voyager. | wanted to turn the lens around and look at normal life 
adjusting to the Borg." (The Yearbook: Behind the Scenes of Star 
Trek Academy) He credits Mossley with the insight on finding a 
metaphor for the Borg experience. Mossley recalls, "/t's pretty easy 
to see where the idea came from, considering what was in the news 
at the time, and the more | thought about it, the more parallels | 
found. [... ] When | pitched the idea to Greer, his immediate reaction 
was, 'Will [CBS] let us do that?’ | didn't know, but | wanted to try." 
(Star Trek Academy DVD Set - Episode Commentary) An early draft 
of the script described Yarilia V as a desert planet wracked by 
sandstorms, with shooting to take place in the desert north of Los 
Angeles. However, producer Christian Niles feared that an episode 
with the cast trapped in a continuous sandstorm would be "visually 
dull to the point [that] we may as well just have the actors reading 
their lines from offscreen," and Greer rewrote the episode to use a 
more exotic jungle planet. (Star Trek Academy DVD Set - Episode 
Commentary) The script set on the desert world involved the group 
being separated by chance in the sandstorm, rather than an injury 
leading to a breakdown of teamwork. (Comicon 2019 Star Trek 
Panel) According to Niles, this was the single most expensive 
episode of the entire season, (The Yearbook: Behind the Scenes of 
Star Trek Academy) although he later amended that the episode 
merely had the highest special effects budget of the season. 
(Comicon 2019 Star Trek Panel) Special effects coordinator 
Sebastian Dodd commented, "We spent so much time at the 
Academy, the chance to build an alien planet entirely in greenscreen 
was too exciting to pass up. We may have gotten carried away, but 
the results were worth it. [... ] My only regret is that we blew the 
budget before we got to show any wildlife." (Star Trek Academy DVD 
Set - Episode Commentary) The makeup team had to use a different 
type of body paint for the Andorians during the away mission. The 
normal body paint, while mostly waterproof, did not hold up to the 
amount of water being poured on the actors. The yellowish filter on 
the exterior scenes hides the slight change in skin color. (The 
Yearbook: Behind the Scenes of Star Trek Academy) Bruce Pollard 
points to this episode as a warning sign for how many times he 
would be taking his shirt off on camera over the season, joking, "/ 


should have seen the writing on the wall when they had me shirtless 
in the final scene. They didn't give me a new shirt over the three day 
trip back to Earth! Did we not have a single spare uniform onboard?" 
(Star Trek Academy DVD Set - Episode Commentary) Greer and 
Mossley's early drafts had significantly different character dynamics, 
with Merrill being supportive, Shiss indifferent, and Ebav hostile. 
According to Greer, Roger Gram suggested that the leads should 
encounter a long-ongoing feud from the outside, rather than forming 
a short, quickly-resolved conflict, prompting a shift in roles. "Roger 
said, wouldn't it be more interesting to have our characters 
encounter this ongoing problem, rather than creating and resolving a 
conflict in the same episode? And he was right." Shiss went from 
indifferent to supportive, Ebav from hostile to indifferent, and Merrill 
from supportive to hostile. (Star Trek Academy DVD Set - Episode 
Commentary) When asked about his input in a later interview, Gram 
stated, "To be honest, | wasn't really thinking in terms of ‘story 
structure.' | was mostly worried about my part. The first script they 
showed me had Ebav being, to be very blunt, an asshole. He 
suddenly turned into a massive bigot without any explanation 
whatsoever. | hated it immediately." (The Yearbook: Behind the 
Scenes of Star Trek Academy) Sarah Busurn was originally cast as 
Cassandra Rhodes, but was instead offered the role of Alicia Merrill 
because Jacquelin Tabbert already had a make-up and prosthetics 
set for her implants. Busurn was disappointed with the change but 
accepted the new role; director Thomas Poole gave her free reign 
with the character, and a large number of Merrill's lines towards 
Rhodes were suggested by the actress or ad-libbed entirely. 
(Entertainment Weekly August 2017 issue) Mossley claimed that he 
wanted to bring Rhodes back in Season Four as one of the lead 
characters, in the same way Ebav had appeared in a few episodes 
of Season Two before being given a season of his own, but CBS 
refused. "/ loved the character. The fans loved the character. But 
[CBS] felt we'd pulled a fast one on them tackling these issues, and 
were determined not to let it happen again. We brought her back a 
few times, but we never got to really ‘feature’ her." (Comicon 2019 
Star Trek Panel) Continuity ©Edit 


Tabbert had previously served as an uncredited extra in several 
episodes in previous seasons, most notably in the Season Two 
episode "Night on the Town", where she plays an unnamed Borg 
cadet accompanying Cordeaux and Shiss to the Crack in the Ice Pub 
during their third year. The fact that her character is sitting with 
Cordeaux early in the episode implies that she may be the common 
acquaintance mentioned in "Friends and Strangers" who introduced 
Shiss and Cordeaux. The Class 2 Shuttle is the same craft 
mentioned by Tom Paris in VOY:"Drone", in which he states, "they 
used to shoehorn half a dozen cadets into one of these things for 
weeks at a time." Several times, the cadets comment on the fact that 
there are normally six cadets in a shuttle, rather than four. In the 
Season Two episode "Track and Field", Ebav comments to 
Cordeaux that he's "seen worse" after Cordeaux breaks his ankle. 
That injury takes place during their second year, months after the 
events of "Perfect Storm". Shiss still has visible scarring on his back 
in "Once More With Feeling", "Black Mark", and "Alumni", but the 
scars are not present by the events of "Commencement". The latter 
may be an error, as it was filmed more than a year later. The Psych 
Exam Rhodes and Merrill discuss in the cave is a version of the 
same exam given to Wesley Crusher in TNG:"Coming of Age". Both 
Rhodes and Merrill appear in the background of "Commencement", 
where they can be seen celebrating together in one of the crowd 
shots, suggesting that their relationship remained friendly after their 
rescue. Reception =Edit 


Poole stated that he was proud of the episode, saying, "We could 
have gone farther, but | think the message came through loud and 
clear." (The Yearbook: Behind the Scenes of Star Trek Academy) 
Mossley was less pleased, complaining that the studio insisted 
several of the most blatant parallels-including a line about sterility-be 
removed: "/ said what | wanted to say, but not as bluntly as | wanted 
to say it." (Comicon 2019 Star Trek Panel) Gram was pleased with 
the episode overall but critical of his own performance, stating, "/ 
think the episode came out well, but it wasn't anything | did. So much 
of the away mission was entirely greenscreened, it was hard to get 
into the spirit of things. I'd never filmed that way before, so | didn't 


realize how distracting it would be. [... ] The worst part was getting 
several gallons of water poured on me every take. | would have been 
really pissed if the final product had sucked after all that!" (Star Trek 
Academy DVD Set - Episode Commentary) Pollard was less happy. 
"It's a decent episode, | guess, but it's not one of my favorites from 
either side. It felt like | was back to being a side-character, and that 
made me worry about what the rest of the season would be like. 
Nothing against Jackie, working with her was great, but at the time | 
was glad she didn't get more screen time." (Comicon 2019 Star Trek 
Panel) In her interview, Tabbert said, "/ was thrilled to have a leading 
role so suddenly. It was a great episode, because it was good 
television and still managed to make a point, but I'm not sure | did 
the character justice. Maybe Sarah [Busurn] could have played the 
character better, [... ] more true to the message, the parallels the 
episode was trying to draw. | don't think | managed to play her the 
way she ought to have been played." (Star Trek Academy DVD Set - 
Cast Interviews) When later asked about her experience, she said, "/ 
had a blast getting to really play a character, rather than just hanging 
around in the background. The fan reaction was extremely flattering, 
as well! It's a shame we didn't get to see more of Cassandra, but 
leaving the audience wanting more is better than wearing out your 
welcome." (The Yearbook: Behind the Scenes of Star Trek 
Academy) Busurn had mixed feelings on the episode. She was 
happy with the message but echoed Mossley's displeasure with the 
changes the studio insisted on, claiming, "CBS either didn't get the 
message, or actively disagreed with it." She was also critical of the 
episode itself. "There’s a lot | love about it, but that doesn’t mean | 
love everything. | didn’t like having Merrill turn around and accept 
[Rhodes] overnight. It was a feel-good moment that really weakened 
the episode." (Entertainment Weekly August 2017 issue) Ona 
personal level, her role as the antagonist garnered a lot of negative 
attention; Busurn is transgender herself (although she did not 
publicly come out until 2017) and playing the aggressor ina 
transgender-themed episode while not an open member of the 
community attracted backlash from both fans and friends. 
(Entertainment Weekly August 2017 issue) Alicia Merrill was 
scheduled to reappear in a minor speaking role in "Opportunity", but 


Busurn left the show for two months following the release of "Perfect 
Storm"; her next appearance was as a Vulcan extra in "Odds and 
Ends", and she did not reprise the role of Merrill until "Random 
Walk". (Entertainment Weekly August 2017 issue) Fan reception was 
positive, with noted fan site SFDebris claiming that the episode 
"proves that the old Trek formula could still deliver new lessons." [1] 
In the 2018 ‘Series Retrospective’, fans voted "Perfect Storm" the 
best episode of the third season, and the 4th best Academy episode 
overall (behind "The Code", "A Feather In The Dark", and "What Was 
Will Be", in that order). (Star Trek Academy: Series Retrospective) 
However, critical reception was far harsher. Forbes wrote that 
"following the patterns of the old Trek shows meant making all the 
same mistakes" and that "changing the races involved wasn't 
enough to make the lesson of tolerance feel new." [2] The New York 
Times went further, stating that "the supposed leads were sidelined 
in their own season for yet more human characters" and calling the 
plot “overwrought, cliche, and predictable." [3] Trivia Edit 


This is the only Season Three episode in which neither Ja’al nor 
T'san appear. Rhodes' Borg designation, Six of Twelve, is a 
reference to Battlestar Galactica (2003). (Comicon 2019 Star Trek 
Panel) During one cut, the Master Control Panel seen during the 
briefing gives the name of the Class 2 shuttle the cadets crash as 
the Watney rather than the name on the hull (Magellan). The former 
is a reference to the novel The Martian by Andy Weir, in which the 
American astronaut Mark Watney becomes stranded on Mars. A 
deleted scene would have revealed that Rhodes took her surname 
because she was originally rescued by the USS Rhode Island. (Star 
Trek Academy DVD Set - Episode Commentary) The 'Type-11 
Maritime’ system may be a reference to the film Ocean's Eleven. 
Links and references —Edit 


Starring =Edit 


Roger Gram as Cadet Ebav Ch'othelness Bruce Pollard as Cadet 
Shiss Ch'azhaolrihr Also starring =Edit 


Andrew Lorry as Cadet Daryl Cordeaux Evan Daniels as Cadet 
Micheal Forrest Drew Linder as Cadet Kark Special appearance by 
=Edit 


Wil Wheaton as Lt. Cmdr. Miras Guest stars © Edit 


Sarah Busurn as Cadet Alicia Merrill Jacquelin Tabbert as Cadet 
Cassandra Rhodes Co-star @Edit 


Norman Durres as Rear Admiral George Aldern Uncredited co-stars 
=Edit 


Jeffery Lin as starship captain Anna Martinez as startship comm 
officer Unknown performers as Vulcan Four cadets Three bridge 
officers Three crewmen External links Edit 


"Perfect Storm" at StarTrek.com, the official Star Trek website 
"Perfect Storm" at Memory Companion, the wiki for licensed Star 
Trek works "Perfect Storm" at Wikipedia 
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Chapter 60: "Portraits" 


| was dying to ask where we were going, but | could appreciate a 
good surprise, so | held my tongue while Diane set the autopilot and 
let the shuttle take us up. Even after nearly four years, space travel 
hadn't lost its sense of wonder. | stayed glued to the main screen as 
the sky turned from blue to black as we climbed eastward into orbit, 
and then-to my surprise-back to blue. We were descending again, 
heading down towards Europe. 


“| was sort of expecting something a little more exotic,” | admitted. 


“Sometimes, the most surprising things are right under our feet,” she 
replied. 


“Fair enough. Where are we heading? England?” 
“France, actually.” 


“Cool.” Universal translators didn’t only work on alien languages, so | 
wouldn’t have a problem with the language barrier at all. “Paris?” 


“No,” she said, grinning in anticipation of whatever surprise she had 
prepared. “Somewhere a little more rural.” 


| stopped interrogating her in favor of watching the continent pass 
below us out the main viewscreen, the ground growing closer and 
closer as our ballistic trajectory carried us in. Not that it felt ballistic, 
thanks to the artificial gravity in the shuttle, but I'd studied surface-to- 
surface flight patterns and knew exactly the shape of the arc we’d 
taken. ‘Rural’ was an apt description, it turned out, as we came in 
over a massive farm of some sort-a vineyard, in fact, which looked 
oddly like the ones in Northern California for all that it was on the 


other side of the world three-and-a-bit centuries into the future. 
Vineyards were vineyards, it seemed. 


Diane turned the shuttle off, then opened the hatch and stepped out 
into the early afternoon sunlight. No sooner had | climbed out myself 
than the door of the farmhouse we’d landed near opened to reveal... 


Oh. That was the surprise. 


“Diana!” Patrick Stewart-| mean, sorry, Jean-Luc God Damn Picard- 
cried out as he moved to hug Diane. “It’s been too long!” The two 
embraced, followed by Picard placing a couple of friendly kisses on 
her cheeks. “You look wonderful. Have you gotten younger?” 


“Jean-Luc, you old flatterer!” Diane scolded him. “The peace and 
quiet’s smoothed your wrinkles out as well! Oh, where are my 
manners? Jean-Luc, this is Cassandra. Cassandra, Jean-Luc 
Picard.” 


“Ah, Admiral Rimmer’s new protege!” Picard said, smiling at me. “1 
have heard wonderful things about you, Ensign!” He ignored my 
awkwardly outstretched hand in favor of hugging me, then ushered 
Diana and a very badly frazzled Ensign Cassandra Rhodes into his 
parlor and onto some plain but very comfortable chairs. Diana and 
Picard were chatting about... 


Oh fuck me. I'd been misspelling her name in my head. It wasn’t 
‘Diana’, it was Deanna. As in Deanna freaking Troi. 


| noticed that both Picard and Deanna were looking at me 
expectantly. “I’m sorry,” | said awkwardly, “what was that?” My brain 
hadn't locked up this hard from meeting someone since my very first 
day on the ‘chain. 


“Are you well?” Picard asked. 


“I’m fine, sir. It’s just...” God, | was turning bright red. “It’s an honor to 
meet you, sir.” 


A brief frown crossed his features before being swept away by a wry 
grin. “None of that, now. I’m retired; you outrank me at the moment. 
So, would you care for some tea? Coffee?” 


On the one hand, | really wasn’t fond of either. On the other hand, | 
was being offered tea by Jean-Luc Picard. 


“Cassandra prefers water with her hero worship,” Deanna said, 
throwing me under the bus completely. 


Picard tutted. “You’ve certainly sharpened your tongue,” he said as 
he busied himself in the small kitchenette. A teapot, two teacups, 
and a glass of water went onto a tray, which itself went onto the table 
between us. | grabbed the glass and drank deeply to regain some 
semblance of equilibrium while Picard poured tea for himself and 
Deanna; the moment he put the teapot back on the tray, he had to 
get up to refill the glass I’d already drained. “Pace yourself, miss,” he 
chided me as he handed me the refilled glass. 


“Sorry... | mean, thanks,” | said, then laughed self-consciously. 
“Deanna didn’t warn me.” 


“People need to be warned of me, now?” he joked. 
“| mean, | might have been a little less... dazed.” 
“Please, relax,” Picard said with a gentle smile. “You're my guest.” 


Relax. Easier said than done. “You said Ace-!| mean, Admiral 
Rimmer-mentioned me?” 


“Yes. | hear you had quite the adventure during your first end-of-year 
exercise.” 


“Yeah...” | couldn’t help but squirm slightly under his scrutiny. “You 
heard about that?” 


“| did. There was quite a bit of finger-pointing at the Academy over 
who approved the mission for a cadet crew.” 


It hadn’t occurred to me that our little disaster would have fallout. 
“Really? | had no idea.” 


“The missions are supposed to be real, useful scientific endeavors, 
rather than make-work,” Deanna explained between sips of tea, “but 
they’re also supposed to be safe.” 


| shrugged. “We got hit by an unknown unknown. If Starfleet had 
known about the atmosphere-subspace interaction, there wouldn’t 
have been anything useful to do down there.” 


“That may be true, but the storm blocked the shuttle’s telemetry and 
cut off contact, which is completely unacceptable. You should never 
have been in a position where you couldn’t call for help.” 


“And policies will change,” Picard concluded. “So, what did you think 
of the Academy overall?” 


“Most of it was great,” | said. “I would probably look back on it more 
fondly if | hadn’t made the mistake of reading about my experiences 
from a third-person perspective.” 


“| think | know the feeling,” he said. “I’ve had to read half a dozen of 
my own biographies-they always want a forward or preface-and it’s 
always strange to see someone else’s interpretation of your life.” 


“That it is,” | agreed. “Although, uh, | heard Max tried to give you a 
recruitment pitch.” 


“He did. | turned him down; it didn’t sit right with me. | don’t think...” 
he paused, then decided to switch tracks. “I take it he offered you a 
similar pitch?” 


“Yeah, he did.” 


Picard nodded slowly. “I won’t tell you not to go,” he said, “but | 
would advise you to think very carefully about what you hope to 
gain.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Forgive me for assuming, but... | can’t help but think that you want a 
life where you never had to suffer what the Borg have done to you.” 


My decision to follow Max hadn't been anything like that... but if | 
took the ‘metaphor’ literally, it was exactly like that. I’d gotten the 
thing | wanted most my very first Jump, when I'd finally been 
‘Cassandra’ the way | wanted to be-and in the context of ‘Star Trek 
Academy’, getting your implants removed was the equivalent of 
transitioning. 


“That’s... not quite the case,” | said. “I signed up in another world 
entirely.” 


He gave me a curious look. “You arrived back in ’63°” 


“No, | arrived in ’83.” The conversation I’d had with Tess the day 
before hit me again, and | slumped in my seat. “I made a rather... 
impulsive choice of how to arrive, as well.” 


Picard raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment as | squirmed under 
his scrutiny. 


“Well,” | continued, trying to get back on track, “the reason | asked 
about that at all is that Max showed me an article about the shuttle- 
crash incident ‘as shown on TV’, and as weird as it is to see 
someone else write about what you’ve done, it’s a lot weirder when 
they’re on the other side of the fourth wall. | keep coming back to the 
way small details have... what’s the opposite of a consequence?” 


“A coincidence?” he suggested. “Or maybe an origin, if you’re talking 
about cause and effect.” 


“That’s the one. Details have origins-the world is still bound by 
causality, which means a picture on a shelf needs an entire story to 
explain why, where, and when it was taken, and so on with 
everything else that might find its way onto the set. The thing that 


keeps getting to me is the idea that things that were life-altering for 
me came from tiny, throw-in-it decisions, or even mistakes. My life 
could have been entirely different if the timeline didn’t need to 
maintain causality with an error in production.” 


“You're saying that what you experienced is someone’s fault.” 
“| wouldn’t have phrased it like that... but maybe | am.” 


“Maybe ‘fault’ isn’t the right word,” Picard said. “The idea is that 
events were shaped not by their own logic, but by the logic of 
another universe.” 


| nodded. 


“It's a scary thought. If events are bound to follow a script, how much 
control do we have over our own lives? Over our decisions?” He 
paused to take a sip of tea before he continued, “I don’t believe that 
we're following a script-that we’re puppets to some other world’s 
plan. Events play out as they do, and by chance, in another universe 
at another time, a work of fiction just so happens to share those 
events-and that coincidence is what brings us into contact in the first 
place.” 


“Because in an infinite number of universes, overlaps between one 
world’s fiction and another’s history are inevitable,” Deanna added. 


“| wasn't even really thinking about the ‘free will’ thing,” | admitted. “1 
take it as a given that I’m the one making my choices because the 
alternative isn’t useful.” 


“Free will is something even men of science must sometimes take as 
a matter of faith,” Picard agreed. “And, yes, the alternative means 
downplaying or ignoring our ability to choose, and our responsibility 
for those choices. It’s not only ‘not useful’, it can be downright 
harmful.” 


“Exactly,” | agreed. “That said, it’s the things that aren't ‘choices’ that 
stand out to me-or rather, that chance and happenstance were 
choices made by someone else in a higher layer of reality.” | sighed. 
“And then there’s the symbolism.” 


“Such as?” 


“| don’t want to take all day with this, so I'll just say | found myself at 
the center of a morality play and leave it at that.” 


“I’ve suffered through a few of those in my time,” he said, 
amusement clear in his voice. “I don’t think it’s a sign of some sort 
of... guiding script. It’s easy to draw parallels with the benefit of 
hindsight. As for ‘taking all day’, you’re my guest; take as much or as 
little time as you need.” 


“Hindsight,” | repeated. “You know, it’s funny that you warned me 
against signing up just to have my implants dealt with, because ina 
way, that’s what | did. See, in the ‘show’ describing that mission, the 
ex-Borg drones were used as a metaphor for... you Know, it just 
occurred to me that the term has probably changed a dozen times 
over the last few hundred years. Um, anyway, the former Borg 
drones was used as a metaphor for transgender people... or 
whatever the polite term is now. | am-or was-transgender; my first 
life, | was born with a male body and given a male name, and it took 
years before | realized that that wasn’t right. 


“| don’t know what the technology is like now, but back home... well, 
there were a lot of things that could be done, but none of them were 
quick or easy. Some of them were painful, and some of them weren't 
always successful. But by signing on... | can honestly say that the 
best thing I’ve gotten from this whole adventure is a body I’m 
comfortable in, and | got it without any of the uncertainty, effort, or 
pain.” 


Picard took a long sip of tea while he thought. “Well, it’s not my place 
to tell you not to make the most of opportunity,” he said, “but | would 
urge caution.” 


“| get it,” | said. “There /s a sort of... | guess I’d describe it as 
transhumanism-the idea of improving yourself beyond the limits of 
what should be possible-and... I’m okay with that. | Know how easily 
it Can go wrong, and | won’t discard my humanity carelessly, but... 
I’m not going to cling to something just because that’s how it’s 
always been.” 


“It's a dangerous road to walk,” he warned me. “What happens to a 
person if you cut away their imperfections? Their flaws?” 


“You get a healthier, happier person?” 


“I’m not talking about illnesses or injuries,” he clarified, “of the body 
or the mind. I’m talking about things like... mistakes, temptations, 
even vices. ‘To err is human.’ If you remove the possibility of errors, 
what is left?” 


“A Mary-Sue,” | said matter-of-factly, causing Deanna to spray tea 
out her nose. Picard took in the scene with raised eyebrows, but 
declined to question it, while | hid a laugh behind my hand. 


| waited for Deanna to stop coughing and clean up her spilled tea 
before | continued, thinking out loud. “Less... flippantly, | think | 
understand what you’re getting at. It was only after reading the 
article that | realized that being given a new body meant that | no 
longer ‘belong’ in the group of ‘transwomen’ as it was defined ‘back 
home’. I’m no longer part of that experience. Emotionally, that 
realization made me feel like I'd lost something... but logically, | can’t 
really say what that thing would be. Yes, there was a sense of 
community, | guess... but that community exists because the rest of 
the world is awful, and those communities can be just as 
exclusionary and toxic as anywhere else. 


“| don’t speak for everyone, but personally, being trans was nota 
good experience. I'll admit there are reasons to be glad that | had it: 
it showed me who my real friends were, opened some minds in my 
family, and gave me perspective I’d been lacking. Maybe the world 
would be a kinder place if more people had that kind of perspective. 


That doesn’t mean I'd ever choose to live my whole life like that if | 
was given a choice.” 


Picard rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That may not be the best 
example,” he said. “After all, modern medicine can do nearly the 
same thing for... what’s the term, Deanna?” 


“Formally, ‘post-natal gender determination’,” Deanna said. 
“Informally, ‘gender self-selection’. There isn’t really a ‘group identity’ 
the way ‘trans’ is for you, Cassandra.” 


He turned back to me with a sheepish smile. “It’s covered in school 
health classes so kids know they have options-at least it was where | 
grew up-but | haven’t thought of the topic for decades. Regardless, 
proper medical care and the lack of social stigma means that no one 
on most Federation planets would have that sort of ‘hostile 
experience’... which may be why there isn’t a ‘group identity’ the way 
there was for you.” 


“Sounds like a real utopia,” | mused. “So the sense of loss | felt 
would be...” 


“The loss of community, as you said,” Picard said. “Hardships bring 
people together, and that’s a powerful thing, but that’s not a reason 
to keep them around for their own sake. Everyone should be able to 
live a full and fulfilling life in a body free of pain, mental or physical. It 
would be extremely patronizing to tell someone they should be 
grateful for a condition that prevents them from living the way they 
want to live.” 


| nodded thoughtfully. “Going back a bit in the discussion, | think the 
issue comes down to the definition of flaws and imperfections,” | 
concluded. “Diversity isn’t a flaw, whether its race, species, 
temperament, taste... but then you get to things like or ‘laziness’ or 
‘poor attention span’, which were seen as character flaws but are 
now recognized as symptoms of some mental illnesses. When is 
‘shyness’ a trait, and when is it a symptom of anxiety or trauma? 
Personally, I’m an introvert who prefers small gatherings to large 


crowds, but | was also ‘shy’ due to severe social anxiety, which 
would be a ‘mental illness’ deserving of treatment. 


“Going past that, into what it means to be oneself... yes, I'll agree, 
that’s a scary and dangerous place to go, and not one | plan to 
explore.” 


“Perhaps that is for the best,” Picard agreed neutrally. When no one 
continued the conversation, he stood up and excused himself to the 
kitchen, making use of the natural break to prepare more 
refreshments-another pot of tea, some pastries, and a cheese plate- 
which we dug into in silence while | stewed in my thoughts. 


Apotheosis was the word on my mind-‘elevation to divine status’. 
Usually, the word was used in the sense of making Someone an 
object of worship, like old Egyptian Pharaohs... but when the 
supernatural was involved, it could be very literal. I’d yelled at Max 
about ‘handing out godlike power’ because even a single perk could 
be enough for someone in my home timeline to change the course of 
history. On the other hand, Federation tech was good enough that it 
could probably give a 21st-century human godlike power, too. On the 
third hand, Max had a lot more than ‘a single perk’. 


| certainly wasn’t anywhere close to ‘godlike’... yet. Was that really 
the inevitable fate of anyone who jumped long enough? And if so... 
did | mind? 


If | grew slowly, learned to use the power well-I’d already taken a 
harsh crash course in what not to do-then | wasn’t really opposed to 
the idea. I’d already accepted the transhumanism inherent in the 
power-ups; this was just a question of how high | would go. It wasn't 
like | had to go all the way to ‘divine status’, anyway; | would always 
have the choice to stop while | was ahead, or even give up abilities | 
gained. The greatest danger would be to lose what it meant to be 
me... but that’s what friends were for. | could trust them to notice if | 
started down a bad road. 


Once we'd had our snacks, Picard raised a new subject. “You’ve 
mentioned your home a few times. What was your world like?” 


“It was the early 21st century, | guess,” | said with a shrug. “A little 
different from yours on the specifics, since the timeline diverged 
somewhere in the naughts... or maybe the 1980’s... but the broad 
strokes are the same. | was born about a decade before the turn of 
the millennium, and joined the ‘adventure’ around age thirty.” 


“The dawn of the information age,” Picard said. “Quite the time to be 
alive.” 


| snorted. “Too late to explore the Earth, too early to explore the 
stars.” | didn’t bother with the rest of the quote; it was a stupid joke 


anyway. 


“That’s a rather pessimistic way of looking at it,” he said, to which | 
simply shrugged. “You are exploring the stars now, aren’t you?” 


“Yeah.” The reminder had me grinning. “Yeah, | am. I’m so, so lucky 
to be here.” 


Picard grinned back, amused by my enthusiasm. “If you don’t mind 
the question: is this on ‘the other side of the fourth wall’ for you?” 


“If you mean, ‘Did | see the same media Max did before | joined?’, 
then yes, | did.” 


“| see,” he said. “When Deanna first asked if she could bring you, | 
thought you were...” He paused, trying to find a polite way to phrase 
it. 

“You thought | was ‘local’,” | said, “not an outsider.” 

“| wouldn’t put it like that.” 

| shrugged again. “It is what it is. I've got an outsiders perspective... 


and an outsider’s knowledge.” | looked away self-consciously as | 
continued, “Having that ‘outsider’s knowledge’ is a bit thorny, 


sometimes, especially when | meet someone | watched, or read 
about, or however | learned their story. It can be... intrusive.” 


“Well, you don’t have to worry about me,” Picard said. “I’m sure 
enough has been written about my life that you’re not far off a 
‘local’s’ view. It comes with being a public figure.” 


“SO you’re used to having ‘fans’ visit?” 


“Not ‘visit’, per se,” he said, chuckling softly, “but I’ve had a long time 
to get used to people knowing who | am. | do my best to be worthy of 
being looked up to.” 


“Yeah...” | stopped, then remembered what Sarah had said and 
continued, “‘Looked up to’ is pretty good way to phrase it. There 
were a lot of different shows-different crews featured, different ships, 
sometimes in very different eras-but | always had a huge amount 
of... of respect and admiration for you, in particular. You were a hero 
to me as a kid, even if it was in a fictional context.” 


How embarrassing; both my eyes had inexplicably caught a speck of 
dirt at the same time. 


“It's humbling to hear that,” Picard said, giving me another smile. “I’m 
glad that | was able to do that for you even across universes, Miss 
Rhodes.” 


“Rolins,” | said. “If you want to use my... my ‘real’ name. Cassandra 
Rolins.” 


“Well, I’m delighted to meet you, Miss Rolins,” he said easily, causing 
me to pay an undue amount of attention to another pastry in the vain 
hope of hiding how giddy hearing that made me. “I wonder what I’d 
find if | searched your name in the old media archives.” 


If Star Trek was ‘made’ in Max’s home universe, it probably included 
their media, too, at least until whenever the first major divergence 


happened. “Try animated television around 2009,” | told him, “and 
please, don’t tell anyone about what you find.” 


---X==X==X--- 


“Did you have fun?” Deanna asked as the shuttlecraft headed back 
into the sky several hours later. 


“That was amazing. | thought | might have been growing jaded about 
meeting people, but...” | laughed and shook my head. “It’s good to 
know | haven't. You have no idea how special that was for me.” 


“| think | have a fairly good idea, actually,” she said. “Max is a bit of a 
gossip.” 


“Oh. Well, thanks for not mentioning that in front of him.” 
“| wouldn’t embarrass you like that,” she lied. 


“Sure.” | realized my eyes were wet again, and wiped the corners as 
surreptitiously as | could. “Hah. I’m glad | kept it together as well as | 
did. | can’t thank you enough for setting this up. Today was 
awesome. The only thing that could have made it better would be 
one of his famous off-the-cuff speeches.” 


Deanna chuckled. “Perhaps that’s for the best. They’re often closer 
to rants; Jean-Luc only really gets going when something gets him 
good and mad.” 


“| guess he’s generally lecturing someone when he goes off, isn’t 
he?” 


“Just so. He really gave Max a piece of his mind, you know.” 
That surprised me. “For what?” 
“For the invitation.” 


“Oh.” | frowned slightly. “Does he know you went along?” 


“He does; he gave me a similar warning at the time. He may not 
agree, but he respects my decision.” 


“| see.” 


When | didn’t say more, Deanna looked at me and raised an 
eyebrow. “What?” | asked. 


“Are you going to ask?” 

“About the warning?” 

“About what | wanted from the ’chain,” she said patiently. 
“Oh. If you want to share...” 


Deanna crossed her arms in mock annoyance. “Well, with that 
attitude, I’m not going to.” 


| snorted and rolled my eyes. 

Beyond the windscreen, the sky finished fading from blue to black. | 
checked the estimated time left before we reached ESD, then asked, 
“Did you know I’ve been misspelling your name in my head for fifteen 
years?” 

“| did, actually.” 

“Tch. Psychics,” | said with feigned scorn, which had Deanna rolling 
her eyes at me. Turnabout was fair play. “Say, if it’s not still a secret, 
where did everyone else go?” 


“Dragon and Tess are visiting Data, and Ace took Dinah to bother 
Spock.” 


Her word choice had me chuckling. “Spock doesn’t like visitors?” 


“He tolerates them well enough, and he owes Ace a favor, so I’m 
sure he’ll put up with it admirably.” 


“| hope Dinah doesn’t take it personally.” Assuming her excitement- 
or whatever her Vulcan experience was-left any room for self- 
consciousness in the first place. “What about everyone else?” 


“You three all had someone meaningful to meet. Most of the others 
don't,” Deanna said. “For example, Hoss just wants this jump to be 
over. He declined his commission; knowing him, he'll probably spend 
the rest of the jump bar crawling around San Francisco with the 
Klingon ambassadorial staff.” 


“Why?” 

“Because Starfleet doesn’t meet his standards of a ‘real navy’.” 
That didn’t surprise me. “Too peaceful?” | guessed. 

“More like ‘too few opportunities to skim inventory for a quick buck.” 
---X==X==X--- 


After a little under a week spent boarded on ESD-in the Starfleet 
section, this time-| got my posting to the USS Voyager under Captain 
Harry Kim. 


It wasn’t that Voyager-Starfleet R&D had stripped Janeway’s girl 
down to the rivets in an attempt to figure out what the hell her crew 
had done to her during their journey through the Delta Quadrant. The 
moment the ‘Research’ finished, the ‘Design’ part of R&D had 
promptly shoved the various scientific advances-gleaned from 
mismatched technology samples from dozens of previously 
uncontacted species-into the newly-developed Voyager-class long 
range exploration cruiser. Among its myriad advancements, the 
Voyager-class was the first Starfleet vessel designed with transwarp 
capability in mind-which, as it turned out, was the reason I'd been 
chosen for this position. 


Captain Kim was waiting to meet the nearly five-dozen people 
boarding the Voyager following her shakedown cruise, and after a 


welcoming speech | was too excited and nervous to properly absorb, 
he called me aside while everyone else found their cabins. “Glad to 
have you here, Ensign,” he said, shaking my hand. “Professor 
Hansen spoke highly of you.” 


“Thank you, sir. That’s very kind of her.” 


“| read your paper, you know. ‘Transwarp-Oriented Starship Design 
Principles’. Quite a title.” 


“You read it?” | asked. 


“| did. Couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but | read it.” He let outa 
self-deprecating laugh. “Il wanted to know why Voyager needed her 
nacelle pylons replaced.” 


They didn’t. 


“They did,” Kim confirmed, which let me know I'd spoken out loud. 
“Six meters higher and four deeper than the original configuration. 
The joys of captaining a prototype vessel.” He smiled wistfully for a 
moment before refocusing on me. “When | heard that a Cadet 
managed to correct the best minds at R-and-D on nacelle 
placement, | Knew | wanted you on board. Welcome to the Voyager, 
Ensign Rhodes.” 


That was overselling my work a bit; I’d improved the theoretical 
models, not the design itself. Still, it was cool to know | had 
contributed in some way to the ship I’d be living on for the next 
several years. 


“I’m thrilled to be here, Captain,” | said earnestly. 
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When it came down to the question of ‘small ship or big ship’, I’d 
gotten the best of both. The Voyager had a crew complement of only 


one hundred and eighteen, but as the prototype for the next 
generation of starships, it garnered a lot of career-building attention. 


Of course, that didn’t mean | simply skipped right to importance; my 
first two years of service were very much a ‘lower deck’ experience. 
Following our departure from Sol, Captain Kim ordered a transwarp 
course to the Korrian Thicket, an uncharted region of densely- 
packed stars near the Galactic Core on the far side of the Beta 
Quadrant. I'd been brought onto the Voyager for my work on 
transwarp technology, but there wasn’t much for me to actually do in 
that regard beyond confirm that the equations I'd derived for 
transwarp energy thresholds as a function of a vessel’s quantum 
drag coefficient were within measurement error. Voyager's transwarp 
capabilities were also still highly experimental, and thus rarely used. 
Still, the initial trip was a resounding success; a journey that would 
have taken four weeks under normal cruising conditions passed in 
the span of an hour, and was 11.8% more efficient than the previous 
test thanks to the nacelle repositioning. 


In the interest of giving me something relevant-to-my-major to do, 
Commander Kelley suggested | try my hand at designing the first 
transwarp-capable shuttle in my free time, a project | wholeheartedly 
enjoyed. After fourteen months of on-and-off work, | finally hada 
design: it was an awkward-looking thing with three different-sized 
nacelles stacked behind the cabin within a rather Alcubierre-esque 
ring, but theoretical models suggested it should be able to cross the 
galaxy in weeks with only a standard shuttle-grade warp core for 
power. 


| showed the ‘finished’ prototype to Kelley, who immediately pointed 
out several errors that would have left the shuttle about as space- 
ready as a brick. The failsafe systems I’d laboriously included would 
have prevented any ‘disasters’, but the shuttle wouldn’t have gone 
anywhere. After fixing those, we sent the design off to Starfleet R&D, 
who promptly changed the nacelles to a traditional paired 
configuration because it was easier to up-size the warp core to 
power a less efficient nacelle configuration than manufacture and 


service three different nacelles that couldn’t share parts. The paired 
nacelles also decreased the footprint of the shuttle significantly, 
since they could be laid against the sides of the hull like an old Type- 
15 rather than trailing out behind it. 


The ‘debugged’ version was dubbed the Yeager-class, after the first 
pilot to fly a supersonic aircraft, and the NX-S-2101 Yeager entered 
formal testing a few months later. It promptly exploded during 
unmanned testing for reasons that were, to my great relief, not our 
fault; R&D’s changes to the nacelle design required a large, more 
powerful warp core, and they hadn't souped up the transwarp coils 
enough to deal with the increased power. The first power-on test 
blew bits of shuttle a hundred meters down the testing range. 


The failsafe that would have detected the issue and aborted the 
sequence had been among those removed as ‘unnecessary and 
over-engineered’, which | learned when we received a written 
apology from the engineer in question three days after the accident. 


To add insult to injury, the larger, heavier transwarp coils in the next 
version greatly altered the transwarp entry profile, and someone 
hadn't checked their work when calculating the necessary structural 
integrity field augmentation, resulting in a number that was far, far 
too low. As such, the thankfully-unmanned test of the transwarp drive 
had ended when the force of the ‘threshold shock’-which I'd had the 
honor of naming in my paper, since everyone had been perfectly 
happy referring to it as the ‘energy surge from crossing the 
transwarp threshold’ until then-tore the prototype apart in spectacular 
fashion. The failsafe for that had also been removed, which 
surprised me more than it should have. This was the R&D agency 
that apparently saw no problem with making control panels out of 
impact-sensitive explosives. 


It was at that point that they sent the two-nacelle configuration back 
to Kelley and | to do properly-with some unexpected help from 
Captain Kim, who was able to point out a few pitfalls that had 
befallen the Delta Flyer project, and Professor Hansen, who didn't 
have time to contribute personally but did forward me a paper on 


transwarp coils that demonstrated several oddball coil patterns that 
were nearly as effective as the ring my initial design had used for 
them. 


The final hull design borrowed a lot from the still-in-development 
Yellowstone class’s rather bullish appearance, with traces of the old 
Alcubierre ring in the chevron-shaped brackets that connected the 
nacelles to the hull at two points rather than the traditional one-and 
in doing so, contained the transwarp coils in a ‘mirrored arrowhead’ 
shape I’d gotten from the paper Hansen had shown me. It took four 
more revisions before the shuttle flew, but it only exploded once-and 
that was a manufacturing error, thank-you-very-much. 
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| wasn’t only a transwarp engineer, of course, and we ran into more 
than enough challenges to keep the entire engineering crew busy. 
Maybe there was something in the water, because everyone around 
me seemed incapable of using anything but the coolest toys to solve 
a problem, no matter how bad an idea that was. The most 
memorable example happened only a week into our surveying 
assignment, when one of the petty officers in engineering was 
stumped trying to poke holes for wiring in a thin polymer panel 
without the heat of the plasma torch warping it. | replicated hima 
damned power drill and sent him on his way. 


Then again, maybe | wasn’t immune to the problem either; when | 
mentioned the encounter to Alicia during our next correspondence, 
she asked why | didn’t simply replicate a new panel with the 
necessary holes. The best answer | could give was, “I was asked to 
poke holes in a panel, not create a panel with holes,” which amused 
her greatly. 


“The lesson,” she told me, “is that if someone needs help, ask them 
what their goal is, not what step they’re on.” 


| was able to put that theory into practice about three months into my 
tour of duty, when Commander Kelley, the chief engineer, rounded 


up the engineering crew and asked us to figure out a way to 
successfully (and safely) beam matter through twelve meters of 
kelbonite, a type of mineral that interfered with transporters severely. 
While everyone else focused on trying to stabilize the signal or 
compensate for the beam scattering, | proposed a specialized drilling 
drone. The parallels weren’t lost on me. 


Over the course of what | can only describe as a ‘six-hour 
engineering jam session’, we designed the drone, attached a pattern 
enhancer, transmitter, and spool of data cable, and finally loaded the 
entire thing into a photon torpedo casing and scanned the thing for 
replication. Result: one transport pattern enhancer-physically wired 
to a transmitter on the other side of twelve meters of rock-per 
‘torpedo’ fired. | have no idea what needed transporting, but | 
suspected that-in typical Star Trek fashion-it was the bridge crew. 


Of course, it wouldn’t be Star Trek without having to throw random 
technobabble at bizarre problems. | worked closely with Kelley to 
‘stabilize our shields against mesophonic radiation’ while exploring a 
nebula-as an aside, the view of a nebula only a few hundred 
thousand kilometers outside my quarters window was gorgeous-and 
less than a month later, assisted CPO Velm with the task of 
modifying a tricorder to ‘detect and identify multiphasic spacial 
disturbances’. | didn’t get an explanation for those, either; not 
knowing why any given thing needed doing was probably the most 
irritating thing about being a lowly ensign, though I’m sure the 
crewmen had it worse. 


On the other hand, sometimes the problems were obvious. The 
weirdest incident happened slightly more than a year after | came 
aboard, when Voyager spent two days in a time loop... almost 
twenty times. After the first dozen loops, the captain came down to 
engineering and told us he needed a way to "modulate a subspace 
signal from our deflector dish to penetrate the interference of a type- 
A quantum singularity." Working in a temporal anomaly that removed 
everything but your memory of the last thirty-nine hours meant a lot 
of time wasted getting back to where you left off the previous reset; it 


took us five loops to design the modifications and another two to 
refine the plans into something that could be replicated and installed 
within a single loop, but we got it done. | never did learn how or why 
that solved it. 


| did learn that temporal anomalies were a common enough problem 
to have official Starfleet policies dedicated to them: in this case, the 
time we spent looping would count for our official length-of-service 
metrics. In other words, | now had more than a month’s seniority on 
everyone | graduated with, and they had another excuse to salute 
me, which they used mercilessly. Joy. 


The upside of the incident was that it let me flex my hacking muscles 
with an old friend: the humble replicator. We'd needed every bit of 
production capacity possible to get the modifications done in a single 
loop, so | hacked the various ‘civilian’ replicators to produce 
electronic components in blatant disregard for their actual 
capabilities. Lieutenant Juvack had, with typical Vulcan 
stubbornness, insisted such modifications were impossible... right up 
until | fabricated a tricorder in the mess hall’s beverage dispenser. 


It still came in a glass. 
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Chapter 61: "...Must End" 








Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 61: "... Must End" 


“What's your poison, Lieutenant?” Crewman Venters asked from 
behind the bar. 


“Guava juice,” | replied. 


“You got it.” And indeed, three seconds later | had a bright pink drink 
that blended right in with the synthehol cocktails. 


Between the career advantages affording by being on the Voyager at 
all, demonstrations of personal competence in both my primary 
duties and extracurricular shuttle design, and the extra month and a 
half spent reliving Tuesday, it wasn’t that surprising that I’d made 
Junior Lieutenant only two (Earth-measured) years after graduation. 
All fifty-one members of the ‘command shift’ were gathered in 
Voyager's main mess hall to celebrate my promotion, which was a 
little much for a junior lieutenant, in my opinion-but it wasn’t my call, 
so | bore my party with as much grace as | could muster. | barely got 
a chance to enjoy my drink while | moved from person to person, 
shaking hands and accepting congratulations. Then Captain Kim 
struck a glass with a fork, and it was time for speeches. 


The lessons in ‘taking praise’ I’d gotten as Kasey hadn’t stuck as 
well as I’d have hoped-maybe because they were always talking 
about my alter-ego rather than me-so | felt a little awkward standing 
around while Kim praised my work on transwarp theory and 
mentioned the ship’s nacelle pylons again. Kelley commended me 
for my work in engineering and on the shuttle project, as well as 
cracking a joke that he was confident I’d gotten the food replicators 


‘mostly back to normal’ after the time-loop episode. Then it was my 
turn. 


| took a deep breath and stood up. “I’m honored by the promotion- 
and the party,” | added, to polite laughter, “but | still have a long way 
to go. Since | know | may not get a chance to speak with everyone 
individually, | want to use my moment in the spotlight to thank 
everyone for their Support. Everything I’ve done has been with your 
help; none of my achievements would have been possible had | not 
been placed with such a great crew.” 


That went over well, of course, and everyone toasted themselves 
cordially. Kim pinned the new pip to my collar and shook my hand. 
“Congratulations, Junior Lieutenant Rhodes.” 


“Thank you, Captain,” | said. 


“Don’t wander off just yet, Lieutenant. | believe Ensign Parker has 
something for you.” 


“Right here, Captain,” Parker said, holding up a large polymer box 
full of tissue paper. He turned to me and proffered it with the words, 
“On behalf of the engineering team, sir.” 


Curious as a Cat, | reached into the box and withdrew a heavy model 
starship posed in flight above a wooden base. Not just any starship-it 
was the final hull configuration of the Type-21 Yeager-class shuttle 
I'd helped design. “Because you keep showing us up at every 
Opportunity,” | read, baffled by the ‘dedication’ on the base. 


“What?” Parker asked. “Let me see that!” He dropped the now-empty 
box and grabbed the model, reading the plaque for himself. “What... 
who swapped the plate? Commander?” 


“Not me,” Kelley said, quickly extracting himself from a bunch of 
baffled finger-pointing among the engineering staff. 


Lieutenant Juvack cleared his throat. “I believe, Ensign, that this is 
what humans refer to as a ‘joke’,” he said, holding up another brass 
plate. 
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| set the model shuttle-now bearing the proper ‘Type-21 Shuttle NX- 
S-2108 Yeager, First Successful Transwarp Test, Stardate 66424.5’ 
plate-down on the bar after another round of toasting, socializing, 
and handshaking while | got a refill of my current sugary vice. 
Venters must have noticed my waning energy, because he took his 
time with my drink, giving me a chance to breathe before diving back 
into the party. 


“She’s a nice looking ship,” Captain Kim commented from behind 
me. 


“Couldn’t agree more, sir,” | said, “but | do have some bias.” 


“Well, pretty or not, she’s still the first ttanswarp-capable shuttle in 
Starfleet.” 


“| thought Voyager had a shuttle break the transwarp barrier years 
ago-thank you, Crewman Venters,” | added as | finally got my glass 
back. 


“| wouldn't call a shuttle ‘transwarp-capable’ if it can’t repeat the trick. 
As in science, so in engineering: repeatability is key. The pilot didn’t 
feel so great, either.” Kim paused, then chuckled to himself. “Ah, 
man, that reminds me what a mess we left the old girl’s computer in.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Voyager's computer core was suffering from pretty bad data 
corruption by the time we made it back to Earth, and the data 
recovery routines were... less than perfect. The Cochrane test stood 
out because for some reason the test flight log was ‘reconstructed’ 


with portions from a holonovel adaptation of The Island of Doctor 
Moreau.” 


| nearly spit out my drink. “It what?” 


“You heard right. A lot of the logs were messed up in one way or 
another, but that took the cake.” Kim laughed again. “The 
reconstructed version is downright embarrassing to read. Tom 
comes out of the shuttle as some sort of lizard.” 


“Wow.” My reaction was appropriate for the story, but | was mostly 
thinking about the ‘episode’; | guess even the Hollywood-logic this 
‘verse ran on had some limits to what it could explain away. “You 
said Lieutenant Paris didn’t feel so great. What actually happened to 
him?” 


“Radiation poisoning. The dilithium we were using was more stable, 
but not stable enough to handle the shock of the ‘transonic boom’, 
and it decomposed, uh, energetically. Flooded the whole craft with 
theta radiation.” 


“Was it bad?” 


“Bad enough to land him in sickbay for five days while the Doc 
cloned him new bone marrow.” 


“Yikes. You could have just said yes.” | took another, careful drink, 
then asked, “What's it like to look back on that whole... experience?” 


“I’ve been asked that a lot, over the years,” Kim said. “The best 
answer | can give is ‘it’s complicated’. There are things I’m proud of, 
things | regret, things | loved, things | hated... | try to treat it as an 
adventure. You know, focus on the positive things: the discoveries, 
the triumphs, the sense of family. Celebrate that we survived. There 
were times | wasn’t sure any of us would see Earth again.” 


“Sounds like it would make a good holonovel,” | joked. 


“I’m sure it’s already made dozens,” he agreed, “but I’m never going 
to look at them as long as | live.” 


Now that was a feeling | knew well. “You have my sympathies, 
Captain.” | raised my glass, but our toast to artistic ignorance was 
interrupted when Lieutenant Juvack, who had just gotten his own 
refill, nearly spit his new drink across the bar. 


“Crewman Venters,” he demanded, “why is there a tricorder in my 
drink?” 


Venters and | quickly turned away to hide our laughter, but Captain 
Kim was obviously made of sterner stuff; he kept a straight face as 
he said, “Now that you’ve demonstrated a working knowledge of 
pranks, Lieutenant, | believe it is time to introduce you to the concept 
of the ‘prank war’...” 


As a Jay-El-Tee, | was now officially important enough to participate 
in the plot... but my promotion coincided with Voyager leaving the 
Korrian Thicket back into well-charted space, which dramatically 
decreased the frequency of interesting encounters. 


But, | thought as | set the model shuttle next to the Avoid the 
Narrative plaque on my desk later that evening, maybe that’s for the 
best. 
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l’d prepared for another early retirement before Max pointed out that 
it wasn’t necessary. Time didn’t pass while we were away, and there 
was always the possibility that we’d come back later. It was 
uncannily similar to saving a game and putting it down for a while: no 
matter how long a break you took, the world would be exactly how 
you left it when you got back. 


That thought really didn’t help the growing sense of unreality I'd 
come to associate with the end of a jump. 


We were still having a party, of course. Conveniently, Voyager had 
been due for a stay in dry-dock, so | didn’t even need to ask for time 
off. It was almost too convenient, to the point | suspected someone 
had pulled strings to make things line up, but | wasn’t going to 
complain. It did mean that | was close enough to Risa that | didn’t 
have to take one of the new production-model Type-21 shuttles to 
our end-of-jump ‘party’, which was a little disappointing. If | was 
lucky, Max would loot one of the things on our way out. 


The party itself wasn’t disappointing in the slightest; we had a whole 
beach to ourselves, with catering, live music, light shows, and 
fireworks. | ate, drank (non-alcoholic beverages), danced like an 
idiot, and generally had a great time until my introvert energy 
reserves ran dry and | stepped out to unwind. 


Homura had been lurking on the outskirts of the party, and nimbly 
intercepted me as | left. “Hello, Cass,” she said, raising a glass in 
greeting. 


“Hello, Homura,” | replied, doing the same with my soda. “How was 
your vacation?” 


She gave the question far more thought than it deserved. “Restless,” 
she decided. “There isn’t anything for me, here.” 


“You didn’t enjoy the break?” 
“| didn’t need a full year off,” she said simply. 
“Fair enough.” 


The music was still pretty loud where we were, so | nodded my head 
down the beach, and we started walking, leaving the crowd behind. 


“How was your vacation?” Homura asked. 


“It wasn’t much of a vacation by my standards.” 
“How's that?” 

“| was in school or working a job for most of it,” | said. 
“Ah.” 


“Still, it was... good. Great, even; an adventure | can feel good 
about.” 


“Dragon said you weren’t happy about your Academy experience.” 
“Oh.” | spent a moment organizing my thoughts. “The wiki article 
Max showed me threw me off. | know there are ways to explain 
everything without deifying some nebulous hypothetical author, but 
the way things lined up is...” It took me a moment to find the word. “It 
was all too neat.” 

“What do you mean?” 


“I mean it went beyond ‘parallels’ and into ‘direct allegory’. It makes 
me wonder how much control Management has over the jumps.” 


“You think they set you up?” she asked. 

| shrugged. “Maybe.” 

We came to a stop, having decided by unspoken agreement we’d 
wandered far enough away. Homura pulled a beach towel out of 
hammerspace and laid it down on the sand, and we sat. 

“This jump really made me question... things...” | said as | stared out 
at the ocean. “Like, ‘Why am | still jumping?’ I’m already better off 
than | could ever have been back home.” 


“Are you thinking about staying here?” she asked carefully. 


“No, I’m not. I’m thinking about why I’m not staying here, or going 
home.” 


“You still want more adventures,” she said as though it were obvious. 
“That’s not it. | could stay with Starfleet, work my way up the ranks.” | 
interlaced my fingers behind my head and leaned back to gaze at 
the stars overhead. Even on private beaches like this, Risa had 
enough light pollution that it didn’t look that much different than 
home, constellations aside. “Even with hundreds of years of 
exploration, we've barely scratched the surface of the Milky Way.” 
“But you don’t want to stay.” 

“No, | don't,” | agreed. “And it’s down to selfishness.” 

“You want power?” 

“No. | want... life.” 


“Immortality, you mean.” 


“... yes.” It really was that simple; if | stayed here as a Starfleet 
officer, | would have a life... and that life would end. “I don’t really 
believe in... anything, really. | don’t know if | have a ‘soul’-” 


“Of course you do!” Homura interrupted, sharply enough that | sat up 
and turned to face her in surprise. That was more emotion out of her 
than I'd heard in... maybe ever. 

“Sorry,” she muttered. 


“You don’t need to apologize!” | said quickly. “/ should apologize. | 
didn’t mean to upset you.” 


“I’m fine,” she lied. “Don’t be ridiculous, Cassandra. Of course you 
have a soul.” 


“Right...” It wasn’t hard to see why that had been a bad thing to say. 
“What | meant was, | don’t know if whatever ‘soul’ | have is going to 
‘go’ anywhere, or just... disappear. Maybe if | died somewhere with a 
known, measurable afterlife... but I’m getting off topic. The point is, | 
was raised an atheist, so I'd always assumed | was headed for 
nonexistence. But now that I’m not depressed, nonexistence sounds 
like a pretty bad deal.” 


“Because you have an alternative,” Homura said. 


“Yeah, | guess. | think I’d want to keep living even if | didn’t have the 
option, though.” 


She hummed in agreement, and | lay back down to gaze at the stars 
again, keeping Homura in the corner of my vision. She still seemed 
ill at ease. 


“This doesn’t change my offer, you know,” | told her. 

“Even if you haven't gotten agelessness by the time | leave?” 
“I'll make it a priority,” | said playfully. 

“You don’t need to do that.” 

“It’s not like | wouldn't take it otherwise.” 


She frowned. “We’re at Management’s mercy on what’s available, 
anyway.” 


“Too true,” | agreed. “Eager to see where we're going next?” 


The response was slow in coming. “I am... Curious,” Homura 
admitted. 


“Caution,” | said. “Smart.” Kicking my legs out put my feet past the 
end of the towel, but | didn’t really care about getting sandy. “How do 
you choose your perks? Do you have a wishlist, or do you just judge 


whatever’s in front of you right now without worrying about what’s 
coming?” 


That was apparently not a good question to ask. “I have... priorities,” 
Homura said stiffly. After an awkward moment, she stood up and 
said goodbye, leaving me to wonder how I'd put my foot in my mouth 
this time. 


Zero found me lounging on the towel only a short while later. “Have 
fun?” she asked me between sips from a crazy-straw-adorned 
tropical cocktail. 


“Yeah,” | said, “I did. There were some rocky parts, but overall... it 
was a good ten years.” 


“Smooth sailing gets boring,” she agreed as she sat down next to 
me. “It’s not an adventure if you don’t have anything to do.” 


“lll drink to that.” And we did. Her eyes crossed slightly to follow her 
drink through the straw, to my amusement. 


“How was your vacation?” | asked. 


“Eh, same as last jump. Mostly just lounging around the Warehouse 
all year.” 


“You didn’t import?” 

Zero shrugged. “I don’t import that often.” 

“Even for a vacation?” 

“If | wanted a damn tropical vacation, | could have had a better time 


at the Palace. Max needed this because he has to import. No 
vacation, no break.” 


“Ah.” The Federation wasn’t really Zero’s ‘scene’, it seemed. “When 
do you import, then?” 


“When there’s something fun to do or a cool power on offer. Pretty 
normal reasons, | think.” She took another drink. “There are sort of 
two types of companions. The ones who are always eager to go, like 
you and your ‘big sister’, and the ones who coast by and only enter 
when there’s something really interesting available. I’d say the split’s 
about ninety-ten... or vice versa, | guess.” 

“So ninety percent of the Warehouse population is just freeloading?” 


“Yuuup,” she said happily. “| mean, even Akemi’s freeloading ina 
sense. She doesn't give a fuck about Max or Management; she’s just 
here to leech power for her own use.” 


“That’s pretty harsh.” 


“| mean, it’s true, though? Maybe ‘leech’ is a bit judgmental, but ina 
general sense, I’m right.” 


“Yeah, | guess,” | admitted. “I’m not so different, really; I’m just 
leeching lifespan instead of power.” 


“So you’re one of the ‘living forever sounds awesome’ people?” 
“You're not?” 
“Eh. Ask me in two million years.” 


| rolled my eyes. “That’s not the point. It’s... you ever watch The 
Fountain?” 


“The Aronofsky film?” 
“Probably? | don’t pay attention to who’s in anything | watch.” 


“He’s the...” Zero paused, then shrugged. “Nevermind. I’m pretty 
Sure it’s what you’re thinking of, and yeah, I’ve seen it.” 


“Right. | watched it on my friend Rachel’s recommendation, and... 
don’t get me wrong, it’s a great film, but there’s a moment near the 
end where the lead character tells someone, ‘Death is a disease, 
and there /s a cure,’ and the movie treats him as wrong.” 


“Does it?” 


“It certainly seemed that way to me,” | said. “The way the movie ends 
made me feel like the guy was supposed to be read as obsessed, 
you know, chasing a white whale against all logic and reason. The 
thing is, every death is a loss: a loss of memory, knowledge, 
perspective...” 


“Some people really ought to die, though,” Zero objected. 


Right, forgot who | was talking to. “Yes, fine, maybe you have to 
send the worst monsters of the multiverse to the gallows, but the 
inevitability of death isn’t doing the average person any favors, much 
less society as a whole. ‘Ask not for whom the bell tolls’, you know? 


“Anyway, the term | coined when discussing The Fountain was 
‘death-apologist’. It-and stories like it-promote an Aesop that death is 
fine and trying to fight it is fundamentally misguided.” 


“Death-apologist,” she repeated. “I like it. There’s certainly a lot of 
stories like that; too many assholes in denial about their fear of 
dying. They want to believe they’re okay with death, so they 
convince themselves that everyone should be okay with death. Not 
to mention all the Christian influences everywhere.” 


“Because godly men should be happy to die and go to heaven,” | 
said. 


“Right, and all that ‘Don't immanentize the eschaton’ stuff.” 


That was gibberish to me. “Don’t what the what?” 


“Uh... it means ‘don’t make Earth heavenly’, basically,” Zero 
explained. 


“Why not?” 


“| dunno. God’s an asshole who won’t share his toys? The phrase 
basically means ‘don’t play god’, except instead of doing fun shit like 
transgressing against nature by creating life, you’re just feeding the 
poor and healing the sick... which is something only God should do, 
apparently. Bastards.” 


“Huh,” | said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but: why do you know 
that?” 


“Nah, | get it. ‘Why’s this bitch a philosopher all of a sudden?” Zero 
grinned at her own teasing. “I went on a theology kick shortly after | 
joined. Not sure why. | mean, Intoners were deified, but that was a 
fucking lie, so maybe | just wanted to see if everything else was fake 
too. Instead, | ended up a Buddhist for a century.” 


| didn’t hesitate. “Bullshit.” 


“Damn,” she cursed. “Yeah, | was just fucking with you. | wouldn't 
last ten minutes as a Buddhist.” The last of her drink vanished with 
another slurp, and she set the glass aside. “Besides, Buddhism is 
more philosophy than religion, anyway.” 


“I’m pretty sure Buddhists would disagree.” 


“They should let go of their desire to correct me,” Zero said smugly. 
“Are you scared of dying? | mean, you know, outside the whole 
‘respawn’ thing.” 


“Uh...” | stumbled slightly at the suddenness of the question. “Yeah, | 
am,” | admitted. “I’m still scared of dying even with the ‘respawn 
thing’, but that’s mostly because | haven't internalized the whole 
‘death isn’t final’ deal... but when | start railing against death and 
‘death-apologism’, what I’m really thinking about is losing people. | 


think that’s why The Fountain resonated with me. The guy isn’t trying 
to live forever; he’s trying to save his wife because he loves her.” 


| paused as my little rant came to a close, then asked, “Why'd you 
ask, anyway?” 


“You brought it up,” she said. 


“Fair enough. How do you feel about dying? | mean, dying for real, 
without a respawn.” 


Zero shrugged again. “I’m a bit of an odd case. You know my story, 
or close enough; my mission had to end with my death, one way or 
another. | wasn’t suicidal in the ‘I don’t want to be alive’ sense, but 
the Intoners needed to die. A// of us. You can be damn sure a years- 
long, continent-spanning murder-suicide bender gave me a pretty 
fucking warped view of the whole ‘life and death’ thing. 


“Like... I’m not scared of dying because for a long time, that was the 
finish line. It would mean | won. | spent so long working towards my 
own death that when Max Deus Ex Machina’d a better solution out of 
nowhere, | had no idea what | was supposed to do with myself. It 
was like... like reaching the edge of a map. | didn’t have a path or 
destination. What the hell was | supposed to do now that my whole 
reason for living-dying? Whatever-now that that was gone?” 


“Join the ’chain and study theology?” | suggested. 


She snorted. “Apparently. | was a little skeeved out by the idea of 
Signing up for a new kind of resurrective immortality, but | don’t want 
to be lumped in with the ‘death-apologists’, either.” Zero took a deep 
breath and blew it out in a long, drawn-out sigh. “Man, | swear, all 
your stories are completely steeped in Christian bullshit.” 


“If Christian influence is so strong, why are so many godlike beings 
total dicks?” 


“Because they’re not the God, probably; gotta show those pagan 
assholes what the competition is like. Or maybe they’re just the Old 
Testament sort of fuckers.” She laughed at her own joke. “Speaking 
of godlike dicks and their various misdeeds, | passed Akemi on the 
way here. Made it easy to find you.” 


Thanks for the reminder, Zee. Homura had shuffled off after I'd been 
a nice, big idiot and made two faux pas back to back; first the soul 
thing, then dropping the word ‘wishlist’ into the conversation-an 
unfortunate term, to say the least. 

“Were you looking for me?” 

“Maybe...” she said, drawing the word out mischievously. 

| sighed. “Well, go on. Say it.” 

“Say what?” 

“Another ten years of celibacy.” 

Zero smirked and raised her eyebrows as high as they would go. “1 
said | wasn’t going to pressure you, but since you bring it up: you’ve 
gone through college again, and not experimented at all?” 

“The age difference-” 

“-is an excuse,” she interrupted. “Everyone’s in their twenties by 
senior year, and you’re clearly not mature enough to make dating a 
twenty-something weird.” Ouch... | think? “Are you sure you’re not 
ace?” 


“You were the one who said | wasn't.” 


Zero huffed. “Yeah, well, | don’t think you are, but you’re making me 
wonder.” 


“| don’t think | am, either,” | agreed, looking back out to sea. “I’m just 
not sure how to handle it. | don’t want casual sex; | want an 


emotional connection. But the ’chain puts me in a place where | 
can’t-no, where | don’t know if | can get that. | don’t want to start a 
relationship when one of us is going to have to make a life-altering 
change in ten-minus-N years to keep it going, and I’m not really 
comfortable dating someone else on the ‘chain.” 


“Why's that?” 


“Because I’m clearly not mature enough to make dating someone 
who's lived multiple lifetimes not weird,” | snarked. “Seriously, 
though, the idea of dating someone who | know as a fictional 
character is... | don’t know. Icky? It reminds me too much of some 
fairly... creepy trends.” 


“It would be symmetrical, though,” she pointed out. “Sides, the 


reason waifus are ‘icky’ is because characters can’t say ‘no’. 
“Maybe.” 


| glanced at Zero again to find her studying me. “Don’t wait too long,” 
she warned me. 


“What?” 


Her brow furrowed as she chose her words carefully. “There are 
some people who change a shit-load after they join, like me, and 
there are some people who barely change at all, like Jenn, but after 
three or four jumps, most people stop changing.” Zero paused to 
give me an encouraging smile. “I’m not saying you’re going to be 
trapped as who you are then forever-it’s an observation, not a hard 
rule-but it’s pretty damn consistent. You should think carefully about 


who you want to be when you ‘settle in’. 


“lll think about it,” | said, trying to ignore the butterflies in my 
stomach. That’s a hell of a decision to drop on me! “Why? | mean, 
why does that happen?” 


“| don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “Maybe after sixty-plus years of 
life, new experiences just start mattering less.” 


| didn’t respond, too busy thinking through the implications. As 
terrifying as change was, the idea of being stuck in personal stasis 
wasn’t any more comfortable. It felt like I'd barely changed over the 
last twenty years as it was. At this point, | should be closer in age to 
‘Doctor Rolins’ than to who | was when | joined, but | didn’t fee! it, 
and the fact that | was repeating my twenties for the third time rather 
than moving through middle-age could only explain so much. 


Zero was waiting for a response, so | said, “I'll think about it,” again. 


“No pressure,” she said unhelpfully. “I’m always around if you need 
help; advice, a wingman, whatever. I’m good for more than just a 
quick fuck... though that’s still an option,” she added with a wink. 


| rolled my eyes, she laughed, and we stood up to head back to the 
party. 
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“That was a good break,” Ace said as we filed back into the 
Warehouse only a minute or two before the end of the jump would 
have dumped us back in our rooms. 


“That it was,” Max agreed. “I really needed that.” 


“We all did,” Garrus agreed, surveying the crowd. The park was 
about as full as it got, doors all around the perimeter opening to 
various worlds across the Milky Way-plenty of people hadn’t 
bothered to join the party, it turned out. We could have portalled 
straight to our rooms, but that would mean missing the festive air as 
everyone came through the park together. Max stopped to enjoy the 
view until the area was nearly empty, which left us nicely visible near 
the far end of the park. 


“That was awesome!” Dinah said as she cut across the grass to join 
us. Like Garrus, she was already back in her default form; Max, Ace, 
and | were still in our Star Trek alt-forms. “Il am so glad | got to 
come!” 


“No nasty tricks?” | asked. 


“Well, yes, but who cares? Totally worth it!” she gushed. “I could go 
home right now and consider myself the luckiest girl in the world.” 


“You're not going home already, are you?” Max asked as he led the 
group towards the town. 


“Of course not! | still want to visit Babylon Five, and Star Wars, and 
Honor Harrington, and Foundation, and Firefly, and maybe Dune. 
Oh, and Stargate!” 


“| think you missed your shot at Stargate and Honor Harrington,” he 
said. “We did those already.” 


“Aww,” she whined. “Did you bring anyone from there along?” 
“Yeah, actually-” 

“What’s with the suitcase?” Ace interrupted, pointing to a large, 
incongruous red suitcase sitting by the side of the path, apparently 
forgotten. 


“| don’t know,” Max said cautiously. 


The five of us stopped and stared at the suitcase with varying 
degrees of suspicion and unease. 


“Um, is this something | should be worried about?” Dinah whispered. 
“Probably,” | whispered back. It appeared to be a normal suitcase; 


perhaps too normal, and not the sort of thing we’d leave lying 
around. 


Only a few seconds later, a rather egg-timer-like DING! sounded and 
the suitcase spilled open to disgorge a very disheveled Vash. “Damn 
it,” she muttered as she pulled her hair out of her face, “when | asked 
to be smuggled in, | didn’t mean as luggage!” A quick look around let 
her spot us, and her face lit up in delight. “Oh, fancy seeing you 
here, M-” 


“Avada Kedavra,” Max spat. 

Vash died. 

“What the fuck!?” | yelled. “You killed her!” 

“And if I’m lucky, | did it before the jump ended and she got 
‘recruited’!” He pulled his phone out of hammerspace, flipped it open, 


and jabbed the O button three times. “Is this your doing?” he barked 
into the speakerphone. 


“No, it is not,” Management said, anger leaking into their voice. 
“Don't worry, I'll deal with this.” The suitcase and body vanished. 


“Is she going to be okay?” Dinah asked weakly, as though Max 
hadn't literally killed her right in front of us. 


He shrugged. “Probably.” 

“Probably?” 

“I’m sure Management can bring her back if they want. It’s not like 
they don’t adopt everyone else who wanders in here!” Max rubbed a 
hand down his face, then let out an explosive sigh. “I specifically 
warned her I'd kill her if she tried something like this,” he muttered. 
“She must have thought you were bluffing,” Garrus said. 


“So it seems.” 


| was still staring at the spot Vash’s body had fallen, so | was the last 
to notice Q’s arrival on the path in front of us. He wasn’t his usual 


smiling self; in fact, he looked constipated, and spoke as though the 
words physically pained him. “I am here...” he said slowly, gritting 
the apology out through clenched teeth, “... to apologize... for the... 
inconvenience... | have caused.” After a short pause, Q glanced up 
at the ceiling and asked, “That’s good enough, right? | can go?” 


“Get out,” Management snarled. 


Q nodded once, walked over to the nearest door, and quickly slipped 
through. 


He’d actually walked to the door and opened it with his hand, and 
that wasn’t all. “Was he limping?” Dinah asked. 


“He was definitely limping,” Ace agreed. 


“What the fuck just happened,” | said, too nonplussed to make it a 
question. 


“| believe Q just found out the hard way that | am a guest, not the 
host,” Max said. “Goddamn it. | warned her. | told her what would 
happen if she tried to sneak on board!” 


“Well, at least you won’t have to deal with her for a good, long time,” 
Garrus told him, patting him on the shoulder consolingly. The three 
men walked off, leaving me (and Dinah) standing next to the roughly 
Vash-shaped patch of trodden grass. 


“He fucking killed her,” | said to no one. 
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Once again, | woke up the morning after the jump feeling decidedly 
ill-at-ease, though for very different reasons than the end of the 
previous jump. If every jump ended like this, | was going to need a 
lot more therapy. 


My general malaise made staying in and ordering room service very 
tempting, but | squared my shoulders and headed down to the 
restaurant anyway. Everyone was chatting away amicably; Max was 
sitting with Garrus, Hoss, and three others | didn’t know, eating and 
laughing without a care in the world. The sight sent something 
unpleasant churning in my gut. 


| grabbed myself some pancakes and eggs and hid away in a corner, 
safely outside the general bustle of camaraderie-and the line of fire, 
if another food fight broke out-where | was still picking at my ‘meal’ 
ten minutes later when Ace and Zero found me. “You look like you 
didn’t get much sleep,” Ace said as the pair seated themselves on 
either side of me at the table of four. “Everything all right?” 


“No?” | said sharply. “I just saw Max kill someone in cold blood, so 
I’m a little off, thanks.” 


“He did warn her not to sneak aboard.” 
“And that makes it okay?” 


Zero shrugged. “If someone jumps the alligator fence, you don’t 
blame the zookeeper.” 


“That analogy isn’t even close to what happened and you know it.” 


“Fine,” she huffed. “If someone ignores a dozen ‘trespassers will be 
shot’ signs and a warning played over megaphone, I’m gonna point 
and laugh at the idiot rather than blaming the shooter.” 

“She didn’t look nervous about being shot,” | pointed out. 


“Of course not,” Ace said. “She’s a consummate actor who’s never 
found trouble she couldn’t charm her way out of. She probably 
thought Max would lecture her long enough for her to weasel some 
sort of compromise out of him.” 


“Course, Max isn’t gonna put up with that shit,” Zero added. 
“Apparently,” | grumbled. 

“Before you get angry at Max, at least ask Management if she’s 
actually dead,” Ace told me. “After all, they’re perfectly capable of 


bringing us back to life.” 


l’d gotten out of the habit of carrying a cell phone over the last 
decade. “You have a phone handy?” He did, thanks to some sort of 
hammerspace inventory, so | borrowed it and dialed O00. 


Riiil- “’’m busy, what is it?” 


That was an unusual greeting. “I was wondering if Vash survived 
her... uh... murder.” 


“Haven't decided yet. Is that all?” 
“What? Why not?” 

“Because /. Am. Busy.” 

Click. 


That was... brusque. | frowned at the phone, then handed it back to 
Ace, who vanished it into hammerspace again. 


“Well?” he asked. 
“They haven't decided yet. Whatever that means.” 


“Well, we always come back to the same point in time we leave,” he 
said, “so maybe they’re waiting for time to start flowing before doing 
anything in that universe.” 


“At least you know it’s not permanent,” Zero said. “They can bring 
her back, so it’s not like she’s dead dead.” 


“| guess?” | said uncertainly. “Why the killing curse, though?” 
“Fast, quick, clean,” Ace answered. 
“But isn’t it seriously black magic?” 


“Only because of what it does. Like | said, it’s nice and quick-it’s just 
that killing is the only thing it’s good for, so it gets a really bad rap.” 


“And the fact that you have to really hate the target to cast it?” 


“It's more ‘want them to die’ than ‘hate’-though evil wizards being 
who they are, there’s not a lot of difference as far as they’re 
concerned-and that’s actually a good thing to have in an unblockable 
killing spell.” He grinned at my expression of disbelief. “You’ve had a 
gun safety course at some point, so you know you should never 
point a gun at something you aren't willing to destroy. Well, with the 
killing curse, you'll never accidentally cast it unless you truly want 
whatever you're aiming at to die. That’s the sort of thing that makes 
me think whoever designed the spell was actually concerned about 
safety, which is pretty damn rare in the Wizarding World.” 


| wasn’t sure | bought that, but | wasn’t about to get into an argument 
about magic with someone who had hundreds of years of experience 
to lord over me. If I'd been in a better mood, I'd have probably asked 
about the ‘designed’ part, because I'd always wondered how spells 


came to be... but | didn’t really want a lesson in Potterverse 
metaphysics right now, so | let it pass without comment. 


“Don’t forget that the bitch just spent ten years stalking him,” Zero 
chimed in, pointing her chopsticks across the table at me. “Of course 
he wanted her dead.” 

“And she’s not,” Ace added. “Dead, | mean.” 


“She's still dead,” | said, “she’s just reversibly dead. Max could have 
just stunned her or something, instead of going straight to murder.” 


“If she was still alive when the Jump ‘officially’ ended, we might have 
ended up with another stowaway,” Ace argued. “Just playing devil’s 
advocate,” he added when | scowled at him. 


“Then have Maeve toss her under the ice rink or something. | know 
that’s not permanent.” 


“Neither is killing her. Look at it this way: if Max did freeze her, or 
petrify her, or use some other ‘long-term storage’ technique... would 
he ever let her out?” 

My argument stalled in its tracks. “I... | guess not.” 

“Then it’s not really much different from death, is it?” he asked. “At 
least this way, Management might toss her back into Trek rather than 
leaving her frozen outside of time for eternity.” 

“Yeah, | get it.” | sighed. “Let’s talk about something else.” 
“Shipping,” Zero said. 

“No.” 
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The conversation over breakfast had made me... /ess uncomfortable 
with how the night had ended, but | still needed to deal with how the 


night had started-namely, by apologizing to Homura for putting my 
foot in my mouth and chewing. | was about halfway to the cherry tree 
hill when Dragon’s voice popped up around me. “Excuse me, Cass. 
A moment?” 


“What’s up, Dragon?” 


“Message for you from Miss Akemi. She’d like to talk to you, when 
you have time.” 


“Oh, that’s easy. | was already heading over.” 


“Her room is in the opposite direction,” Dragon said. “Do you need 
directions?” 


“She’s in her room?” That was a little odd. “Did she say when | 
should visit?” 


“She left the invitation open, but | got the feeling that she wanted to 
see you sooner rather than later.” 


“All right, I'll head there, then.” 
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I'd declined Dragon’s directions because I’d been to Homura’s 
apartment before, so it took half an hour longer than it should have 
to find the building. The fact that the town rearranged itself every 
jump kept slipping my mind. 


My map got me to her door eventually, where | hesitated at the last 
second with my fist raised to knock. The last time we’d spoken had 
been only a day ago, when I’d managed to make two faux pax ina 
single conversation. Why had she called me? And why here? 


Overthinking much, Cass? Why worry about it when you’re going to 
find out in a minute? 


| gave the door three crisp Knocks. The Warehouse’s doors and 
walls were near-perfectly soundproof, so | had no indication that 
she’d heard until the door swung inward a few inches to reveal 
Homura’s face. “Oh, Cass,” she murmured. “You're here already.” 


“Nearly an hour after you paged me,” | joked. 


“| didn’t expect you to head over immediately,” she said. | stood there 
for a moment before she remembered herself and opened the door 
properly. “Come in?” she offered. 


“Sure, thanks.” 


The apartment looked exactly like it had ten years ago, weird 
pendulum and all. Homura didn’t seem eager to start, and | didn’t 
want to rush her, so we just sat across from each other on the 
circular couch for a minute or so before she finally worked up the 
courage to explain herself. 


“Cass...” she began, “I... | want to ask a favor of you.” She held up a 
hand before | could answer. “It’s... not something I’m comfortable 
asking. Of anyone. Especially the people I'm friendly with, like Rita. | 
thought about asking her, but...” She trailed off and averted her 
eyes. She’d dropped her hand, but | continued holding my tongue 
and gave her time to work through her thoughts. 


She left that thought unfinished. “You asked if | had a ‘wishlist’ for 
perks.” 


“| shouldn’t have used that term-” 

“It’s not the word,” she interrupted. “Il don’t need you to tiptoe around 
me. There are wishes, and there are Wishes, and | knew which one 
you meant.” 


| said, “Okay,” because | didn’t Know how else to respond. 


“|... do have one thing | want,” Homura said meekly. “You probably 
already know what | think about the people who have become 
magical girls. All of us are doomed from the moment we make our 
wish. We can’t be saved.” One finger rubbed her Soul Gem ring 
absentmindedly as she spoke. “But... maybe, somehow...” 


You want to find a way to break the contract, | thought. | almost said 
it out loud, but she didn’t need to hear me parrot her own train of 
thought back at her. 


“What's the favor?” | asked instead. 


“It's about one of the perks | picked up in Worm,” Homura said, 
staring into her lap. “Shard Administration. It’s supposed to let me 
gift any of my abilities or powers to other people.” 


| nodded. That was the ability she’d used to give me the anti-thinker 
power I’d borrowed to counter Lisa’s power, which had beena 
massive mistake for reasons that weren't relevant to this 
conversation. 


“| lose whatever | give away,” she added, and the puzzle pieces 
clicked, sending a shiver running down my spine. If she could give 
away what it meant to be a magical girl, then she’d be free. Free 
from her contract, free from the need to fight to survive, free from the 
clutches of the Incubator and his twisted system. 


At the cost of someone else. 
Me. 


Was | willing to do that? To take on that burden in the hopes of giving 
Homura a happy ending? A life? 


God help me, | might be... 


... but | wasn’t sure. | needed to be sure, or... or things would go 
disastrously wrong. 


| realized I’d stopped breathing, and began to take slow, calming 
breaths as | waited for Homura to continue. She could have meant 
something else. | don’t know what that would be, but | needed to 
hear her out before | started reacting. 


“I’m not asking you to take my place,” she said. “That’s not... that 
would be wrong. | would never ask someone else to become a 
magical girl just for my own selfish desires. | just... | need to know if 
it works. If | can.” 


It was what I’d thought, yet also not. Just a test, to see if it was 
possible? That was hardly a burden at all. 


“Just... just for a minute,” Homura continued. “Not now, but-” 
“Why not now?” 

She froze mid-word, mouth open. 

“If you’re not ready, | can wait, but we could do it now if you want.” 
“You... you would...” Homura swallowed. “It’s not safe...” 


Max had warned me about the dangers of ‘soul- and corruption- 
related effects’, but for magical girls, that was a long-term danger. 
“Just for a minute, right?” | asked. “You wouldn't have asked if you 
thought something would go wrong.” 


“Just for a minute,” she repeated. “I won’t leave you like that, Cass, | 
promise.” 


It hadn’t crossed my mind that she would; | trusted her far more than 
that. “All right, then. Actually, hold on...” | got up and crossed over to 
her couch, taking her hand in mind. “Ready?” 


“It doesn’t require contact,” she said flatly. 


“| know.” For such an important moment, | wanted to be with her, not 
separated by a yawning expanse of weird interior decorating 


decisions. | smiled and said, “I’m ready.” 


Homura took a deep breath. Nodded. Her hand tightened on mine, 
and | became intensely aware of the feel of her ring against my 
fingers. | kept my eyes on hers, smiling encouragingly. And then... 


Her lip quivered. 


| pulled her into a hug without thinking about it, holding her close as 
she wept quietly into my shoulder. “I’m sorry,” | said. 


“|... |shouldn’t have hoped...” she murmured. “I thought... maybe...” 


“It’s okay,” | whispered. “There are millions of perks out there, right? 
There’s something out there that can fix this, I’m sure of it.” She 
clung to me harder, her shoulders shaking. “Don’t give up on 
yourself, Homura-” 


“| won't!” she yelled into my shirt. “I won’t give up. | can’t give up. | 
just thought... | thought | might have found it. I've been searching for 
so long...” 


“| know.” | rubbed her back as she continued crying. “I Know, 
Homura, but it’s not over. We’ve got all the time in the world to find 
the answer, and we will find it.” She nodded, inadvertently rubbing 
her tears into my collar. 


It took a minute for her to cry herself out, and another minute before 
she pulled away. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For being willing to 
try, and...” she looked away, ashamed of her tears. 


| gave her an encouraging smile. “I'll help however | can, Homura. All 
you need to do is ask.” 


Homura didn’t reply. She busied herself pulling the clear seed out of 
hammerspace and transforming her Soul Gem into its egg form. The 
seed pulled less Grief than I'd expected out of her gem, leaving the 


amethyst shining and untarnished-and whole; the crack she’d had 
during the Worm jump had fully ‘healed’ over her year of vacation. 


“| think... | need to be alone for a bit,” she said, once she’d returned 
her ring to her finger and the seed to her shield. 


“Are you sure?” 


“lam. | need to... to think. To accept this.” She straightened slightly 
as she spoke. “It’s not the end, just a... setback. A disappointment.” 


“| understand,” | said. “Don’t keep to yourself too long, though, okay? 
You don’t have to go through this alone. I'll be here whenever you’re 
ready to talk.” 


“| know. Thank you, Cassandra.” 
“Any time.” 


| gave her shoulder one last squeeze, then got up and let myself out. 


It was still midmorning, but it already felt like I'd experienced a whole 
day. Without really thinking about it, | wandered back to the arcade’s 
net-cafe room and sat down in front of a computer. It was only after 
scrolling through games for five minutes that | realized that avoiding 
my problems wasn't how | wanted to spend the rest of the day. 


| turned the computer back off and called Deanna. 
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We met in her office again, which was now ‘deep’ in the town, 
several streets away from the square. The first thing | did, once the 
pleasantries were out of the way and we settled down to actually 
talk, was go through the day’s encounter with Homura. | wasn't 
looking for advice or comfort, necessarily; just a sympathetic ear 
while | worked through my feelings of uselessness in the face of her 


problems. | needed to talk about it with someone, and | could trust 
Deanna not to share what | told her... | hoped. 


It was only a matter of time before we got to the problem | did need 
help with. 


“Did you hear what happened last night?” | asked. 
“No. What happened?” 
“Q snuck Vash into the Warehouse and Max killed her.” 


“Oh.” Deanna frowned. “Il never met Vash myself, but | can 
understand why he’d go that far.” 


“Yeah, Ace made some good arguments for it, but... okay, another 
tangent, but as a kid | was always really nervous around people with 
knives-you know, kitchen knives, not switchblades or whatever; 
being nervous around those is a bit more reasonable, | think. Maybe 
my anxiety meant | didn’t fully trust the social contract of ‘not 
stabbing people for no reason’? Uh, anyway, the point is that | was 
always... iffy around people who | recognized as ‘capable of hurting 
me’ regardless of whether or not they had any reason to do it, and 
now Max is very much in that category at all times. | mean, | guess 
he always was, but now I’m aware of it in a way | never was before.” 


“Do you honestly think he would hurt you?” 


“No, | don't... but | recognize that he could-he could kill me pretty 
much effortlessly-and that makes me uncomfortable. It reminds me 
of the PTSD | had in Worm, remember? Having people ‘suddenly 
ended’?” 


Deanna nodded. “I remember.” 
“Yeah...” | let out a long, weary sigh. “Il came down for breakfast this 


morning, and when | saw Max, | had this weird jolt of ‘alertness’. Not 
even a ‘startle’ like I'd seen a spider, but a sort of... anxious 


vigilance? My last therapist would have called it ‘arousal’, | think; you 
know, emotionally primed for fight-or-flight. Not quite hyper-vigilance, 
but getting there... oh, goddamn it, that’s why this feels so familiar. | 
saw Max as a friend and peer before, even if he was in charge, but 
now he’s more of a father figure.” 


“| take it you don’t mean that in the traditional sense.” 


| laughed bitterly. “Haha, yeah... no. | don’t think it’s come up in here 
before, but as a young kid, the primary emotion | associated with 
‘Dad’ was ‘fear’-no, that’s too strong a word. ‘Anxiety’, maybe?- 
because if parenting takes tough love, | got all the Love from my 
mom and all the Tough from my dad. He was the disciplinarian, the 
person you did not want to anger. Err, to be clear, he wasn’t abusive- 
unless you consider a somewhat tepid quantity of affection ‘abuse’, | 
guess-but he was In Charge Of Punishments, so we associated him 
with all the bad things in life: losing television privileges, extra 
chores, all those little penalties parents use to express their 
displeasure. 


“| don’t know much about his childhood beyond the fact that it was 
bad enough that he was worried about screwing up his kids in the 
same way, but that became a self-fulfilling prophecy when he kept 
himself distant and unapproachable except for the times he felt 
obligated to try to bond with his ‘son’-which were precious to me, 
because | wanted his approval so badly, but also... stilted, | guess? 
Like, looking back on it, | can’t help but feel that neither of us really 
enjoyed playing catch with a baseball at the park, but that was How 
American Fathers Raised Their Boys, so that’s what we did. 


“| mean, he also shared his love of computers with me, and | can 
trust that was heartfelt... and he nurtured my love of Legos and 
building kits... and introduced me to Star Trek and Science Fiction in 
general... so | guess he did connect with me when it came to the 
things he cared about-oh, fuck.” 


“Cass?” Deanna asked. 


“It’s... nevermind.” I'd had the sudden and extremely intrusive 
thought that my childhood relationship with my dad was entirely built 
around preparing me for my destiny as the creator of a giant super- 
robot. What the fuck, writers, seriously. 


“Are you okay?” 


“Yeah, just... nothing, it’s not important. This is all way off topic, 
anyway.” | straightened and leaned back into the couch with a groan. 
“The point is that I’m suddenly tip-toeing around Max just like | used 
to do around my dad when | was little, because I’m... jumpy. I’m not 
quite scared of him, but | am... wary, | guess, and that’s what’s so 
damnably familiar about the whole thing.” 


Deanna paused to make sure | was done before she spoke. “I have 
some advice, but I’m not sure you’re going to like it.” 


“Talk to Max?” 
“Talk to Max.” 


Wasn't hard to see that coming. It might be good advice, but the 
situation here was a little on the ‘extreme’ side. “Yeah, that’s not 
going to be awkward at all. ‘Hey, | wanted to discuss that woman you 
killed right in front of me.” 


Deanna gave me astern look. “It doesn’t have to be about Vash- 
although that would probably help. It doesn’t have to be about 
anything. Talking will help you remember that Max is still the same 
person you befriended years ago.” 


“Fine, | get it. I'll... I'll get around to it.” 


The look on her face made it clear she wasn't fooled by my half- 
hearted ‘promise’. “You can do it in here, if you want.” 


“No,” | said, far more harshly than | intended. “No,” | repeated more 
calmly, “I’m not... that’s too... it’s mixing relationships too much. 


You're my therapist in here.” 
“That's exactly what | was offering-” 


“| know, but... you’re also his friend, and his employee, sorta, and 
I’m... that’s not a good foundation for anything.” 


Deanna looked hurt. “I’m your therapist, Cass, like you said, and that 
means | have responsibilities to you that | am not going to ignore 
regardless of any other relationships | may have.” 

| shook my head. “I know, but... well, I’ve been burned before.” 
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The second day of ‘break’ was a lot better than the first, at least for 
me; in no small part because | started getting back into my normal 
routine. That meant the day started with a trip to the gym-!| would not 


let my new body fall into the state I'd been in before meeting Max- 
where | ran into two familiar faces on my way out. “Hi, guys!” 


“Hi, Cass!” Karl called. “What’re you up to?” 


“Oh, you know, the usual,” | said. “Making sure | stay fit and all that 
good stuff. What’re you two up to?” 


“Just finished sparring,” Bob said. “Heya, Cass.” 

“Hey yourself. Have fun?” 

“Yup.” 

“You gonna join in the LARP group again this break?” Karl asked. 

“| might,” | said. “Any idea who’s running it this time?” 

“Joe was talking about wanting to do something Shadowrun-themed, 


but I’m not sure if he’s actually gonna run it. Oh, if he ever tries to 
convince you to join a Paranoia game, decline.” 


| filed that tidbit away under ‘noodle incidents’. 
Bob grunted. “More games with too much scheming and politics.” 


“If it was up to you,” Karl said, “we’d just stand around hitting each 
other with boffer swords for two hours a night!” 


“| was having a great time with the political stuff,” | said. 

“You like boring stuff,” Bob joked. “Classes, politics...” 

“Bob,” Karl added. 

“Ey now!” Bob yelled, cuffing Karl about the head. 

“You set yourself up for that one!” Karl said as he rubbed his new 
lump with one hand. “Say, Cass, we’re heading over to the games 
room next. Wanna come?” 


I’d finished my workout, but | still had one more task. 


“After | shower? Sure.” 


“What's your favorite anecdote from the ‘chain, thus far?” | asked. 


“Oh, that’s easy,” Bob said. “We were in some anime... what was the 
name of that one? Fantasy kingdom, with the mages.” 


“With the mages’ doesn’t narrow down ‘fantasy kingdom’ at all,” Karl 
said as he studied the miniature forces arrayed on the table. “But if 
this is the story | think it is, it was Zero no Tsukaima.” 


Karl wasn’t playing this round. Bob claimed he and | were a closer 
match, despite the fact that I’d only played a handful of games on my 
own; | think he just wanted to play someone he could reliably beat. 


“Unpronounceable. Whatever. Point is, pretty typical kingdom, ‘cept 
that mages ran everything. Well, | wasn’t interested in running 
around in a dress chanting gibberish all day, so | went in with as 
many anti-magic items as | could borrow. ‘Course, | eventually made 
enough of a ruckus that people took offense and got myself hauled 
in front of the local count, and | asked him on what authority he was 
gonna judge me. Obviously he starts going off about how mages 
achieve nobility through magic, blah blah blah, and | ask him to 
prove it. And he says, prove what? And | say, prove you're a mage. 
And he sneers at me like I’m a damn fool, pulls out this big fancy 
wand that was honest-to-gods more feather than wood, probably 
planning to burn my eyebrows right off my smug face... but I’ve got 
sO many anti-magic widgets on me, he can't!” 


By this point, Bob was laughing so hard he could barely finish his 
story. “He can’t cast a damn thing! The commoners start getting 
rowdy, wondering why their big scary count can’t put his money 
where his mouth is, so some of the other mages try to restore 
order... and then they realize that they can’t cast either! Nobody can! 
They start going crazy, running around trying to figure out what the 
problem is, people are yelling... | just wandered off in the confusion 
without anyone noticing a thing!” 


“They burned down the city hall the moment he was out of range,” 
Karl added. 


| asked the obvious question. “Why were they using fire spells as a 
test?” 


“The local magocracy weren’t exactly the sharpest bulbs in the 
drawer,” he said with a shrug. 


“Well, that’s my story,” Bob said. He turned to Karl and added, “Your 
turn.” 


“Hold on,” | interrupted. “| have more questions. What did you do to 
get dragged in front of the count?” 


“Dalliances,” Karl said. 

“She told me she was a widow!” Bob protested. 

“Which one? The tall blonde, the short blonde, the redhead, the-” 
“Yes, yes, you've made your point! Now shut up and tell your story.” 
“| can’t do both,” Karl replied. 

“The story, smartass.” 

He laughed. “My best moment was during the Clone Wars-” 

“An interesting story,” Bob interrupted. 


“Fine. How about the time | accidentally started a blood feud with the 
entire Jade Falcon clan because they don’t explain the goddamn 
rules of engagement before they go dropping on someone?” 


“Oh, yeah, that’s a good one. Go on, then.” 


“Glad it meets your approval.” Karl cleared his throat, then began, 
“So this was about six, maybe seven years into Battletech. | was 
running a merc company out in the Periphery, and we got called to 
do some cleanup on a group of scavengers that had been harassing 
the local systems for ‘tribute’. Well, turns out the ‘scavengers’ were a 
bunch of Clanner boys from the Occupation Zone cruising around 
looking for trouble, and when we rolled in, they figured they’d found 
it. Their leader, some asshole with more tattoos than sense, calls me 
up and offers me a nice formal duel to settle the matter, and | figure, 
sure, easy enough. I'll give the Clanners this much: proxy battles are 
a hell of a lot cleaner than the real thing. So, we set the time and 
place, and | drop in in my Mark II ’Cat ready to rumble. 


“Now, this was more than half-way through the Jump, but this was 
my first time having to deal with Clanner ‘honor rules’ personally 
rather than just taking a paycheck to shoot at them. Turns out when 
a Clanner says ‘let’s settle this between you and |’, he’s including 


your lances in that. So I’m there, alone against a goddamn assault 
star, thinking, All right, Karl, you really screwed the pooch here. | yell 
at Ervin to get the rest of the lance in here even though | Know damn 
well it’s gonna take too long and get ready to go out guns blazing. | 
mean, | had some pretty nice ’Chain-tech on my ’Cat, but not ‘five- 
on-one’ nice.” 


“What did they field, again?” Bob asked. 


“Two Summoners, a Hellbringer, and a Mad Dog supporting their 
commander’s Onager.” 


He whistled. “That’s a lot of firepower.” 


“Yeah, it was... but the Falcons didn’t see some idiot who didn’t 
understand what their stupid rules of combat were, they saw an 
absolute asshole who thought he was hot enough shit to solo their 
star, and they went mad. And if normal Clanners fight stupid, mad 
Clanners fight rabid. They don’t maneuver, flank, or do much of 
anything but charge as fast as they can straight into my guns, getting 
in each others way more often than not and generally fucking their 
own combat width. They kept coming, | kept backpedaling. What 
should have been a five-on-one beatdown ended with me, sitting in 
most of a mech, wondering how the hell | pulled off the stupidest 
underdog win I’ve ever seen. 


“So, in essence, they got the absolute asshole who was hot enough 
shit to solo their star, and they took that pretty personal. And to make 
it worse, | packed up and left the field before salvaging the mechs | 
blew up. / just wanted to get the hell out of dodge-my ’Cat was 
missing almost half its weight in ordnance, armor, and other shot-off 
bits, and my dosimeter was clearly showing a reactor leak-but 
personally leaving before salvage was tantamount to saying their 
mechs weren't worth my time. After already humiliating them in a 
five-on-one, that was downright contemptuous... to their way of 
thinking, anyway. The fact that the kid | humiliated was someone 
important was the icing on the cake. Less than a month later, an 


entire cluster dropped on us in the middle of what should have been 
a glorified babysitting job and wiped us off the map in reprisal.” 


“How much is a cluster?” | asked. 
“Five companies of three stars, roughly. A regiment, in other words.” 


“Shiiit,” | said appreciatively. “They sent five companies? How did 
you survive?” 


“| guess they wanted to make a point about having a five-to-one 
advantage, and we didn’t.” 


“Oh.” 


“Yeah. Anyway, the story ends with the Falcons having bitten off 
more than they could swallow. It really shouldn't have surprised them 
that dropping an entire regiment in someone else’s space would start 
a goddamn war, but apparently it did, and they paid for it. The Inner 
Sphere banded together-as much as they ever do-and with a little 
help from the exiles of Clan Wolf, Clan Falcon was destroyed.” 


“You insulted an entire clan to death!” Bob said, laughing heartily at 
his own joke. 


“Sure, let’s go with that.” 


“What were the other clans doing during the war?” | asked. “Did they 
just stand by while the ’Sphere wiped out a whole clan?” 


Karl shrugged. “Not sure, since | wasn’t around, but my 
understanding is that they were still pointing and laughing at the 
Falcons over the original incident, and saw their defeat as the natural 
result of a bunch of worthless dezgra picking a fight with real 
warriors. And the ’Sphere didn't finish the Falcons; the vultures in the 
neighboring clans did that themselves.” 


“Figures,” | grumbled. 


“Your turn, Cass,” Bob said. “Favorite moment?” 

“I’ve got two whole jumps to choose from,” | protested. 
“You picked the topic.” 

“Time to pay the piper,” Karl added. 


“Fine, fine, let’s see.” Many of my ‘best moments’ had been in Worm, 
but that entire misadventure was tainted, as far as | was concerned. 
“My ‘favorite moment’ isn’t a story at all,” | decided. “It was when | 
got to see Earth from orbit for the first time.” 


“That doesn’t count,” Bob declared. 


“Well, you did ask the question wrong,” Karl told him. “Still, | have to 
agree. You owe us a Story, Cass.” 


| chuckled. “Fine. How about the time | reintroduced ‘Lock Out Tag 
Out’ to Starfleet?” 


“This already sounds boring,” Bob complained. 


“Deal with it,” Karl said. “/’m interested-mostly in how you managed 
to get Starfleet to care about safety in the first place.” 


“It isn’t that interesting, to be honest. | was digging around in the 
cargo teleporter-one of the secondary energizing coils was on the 
fritz and no one else had managed to figure out which one-when 
some stupid Ensign decided he wanted to use it to move his couch. 
It rematerialized with an extra severed arm.” | held up my right hand 
and wiggled my fingers for emphasis. 


Karl whistled, but Bob wasn’t impressed. “If you lose one arm, you've 
lost them all.” 


The phrasing was weird, but he wasn’t wrong; losing the arma 
second time hadn’t meant much to me, and they’d been able to 


reattach it without issue. That didn’t mean it was okay. “It could have 
been my head!” 


“Aye, that would have been a shame, pretty little thing that it is!” 
| flipped him off, which had him laughing uproariously. 


“You know,” Karl said, “just because LOTO isn’t Starfleet policy 
doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have done it anyway.” 


“| did! | put a software lockout on the system and physically 
disconnected the power conduits. The idiot overrode the first and 
fixed the second without stopping to wonder why someone had done 
those things. Dumbass got reassigned to Pluto for that... and | can’t 
say he didn’t deserve it.” | sighed. “I made sure to use a physical 
lock next time.” 


“He probably would have just phasered the lock off,” Karl said. “Can't 
fix stupid.” 


“But you can train them... hopefully. There was a big meeting about 
the incident, so | got to suggest a lot of ‘common sense’ regulations 
that no one had ever heard of before.” The memory had me 
chuckling. “Captain Kim asked me to put together a presentation on 
my safety recommendations, so | threw together a slide show for the 
crew... and then he told me he wanted me to brief the superior 
officers first. Giving a lecture I'd intended for my peers to the 
Captain, XO, and department heads was... awkward.” 


He shrugged. “Couldn’t have gone that badly if you were still an LT 
afterward.” 


“| mean, it wasn’t bad, but it was a lot more informal than I’d have 
made it if I'd known that was coming. There were at least three 
different ‘severed arm’ puns in there.” ‘Mostly ‘armless’, ‘cost an arm 
and a leg’... what was the third? ‘Lend a hand’ had been too 
obvious... oh, right, ‘going out on a limb’. 


“Course you’d do something like that,” Karl muttered. “Stay you, 
kid.” 
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After another hour of wargaming in which Bob slowly crushed my 
soldiers under the weight of his army, | said my goodbyes and 
headed out the door straight into Max, which was a bit of a 
jumpscare. 


“Ah, Cass,” he said. “I was looking for you.” 
Fucking great. “Did Deanna send you?” 


“No?” he said uncertainly. “Ace said you weren’t happy with my, uh, 
‘solution’ to Vash.” 


“He also made a decent case for why it was... acceptable,” | said. 
“Uh... that said, I'd still like to hear it from you, though. He gave 
plenty of justifications for it after the fact, but | don’t know what you 
were thinking when you did it.” 


“That’s fair.” Max guided us a few paces away from the door to make 
sure we weren't blocking it for anyone else, then said, “Yes, there are 
other ways | could have handled it, but not at that moment. | was 
watching the doors so | could toss her back out if she tried to sneak 
in, but Q deliberately dropped her in the middle of the park with a 
timer set to go off the second the Jump ended... so even killing her 
wasn’t fast enough, in the end. If Management didn’t consider 
another ROB’s meddling something they ought to deal with 
personally, | would have been stuck with her. 


“| meant what | said back when you first met her: | don’t trust that 
she wouldn’t stab me in the back for the slightest bit of power. | 
considered her being in the Warehouse a clear, immediate threat-by 
‘immediate’, | mean the potential that she’d get ‘recruited’ 
automatically and have the opportunity to stick a knife in my back 
years down the road, not that she was about to do it then and there- 


and | reacted accordingly. Maybe it was an overreaction, but killing 
people isn’t as permanent as you’re used to.” 


“But you don’t care if she stays dead,” | pointed out. 


“| don’t necessarily want her to stay dead, but if | wasn’t okay with 
the possibility, then it would be wrong to have killed her. Reckless, at 
the very least.” 


| couldn’t argue with that logic. 
“Why did you mention Deanna?” Max asked. 


“I’ve been seeing her as a therapist, and she suggested | talk to 
you.” 


“And you thought she’d broken confidentiality?” he asked, clearly 
Surprised. 


| shrugged. “Wouldn't be the first time.” 
“Wait, what?” Max yelled. “What? When?” 
“This was... Six or seven years before we met?” 


“Oh,” he said, relieved. “I thought you meant Deanna had... not that 
that isn’t really bad, of course. What happened? Err, sorry, you 
probably don’t want to talk about it.” 


“No, it’s okay,” | reassured him. “I went through a lot of therapy to get 
over it.” 


“You had to go to therapy to get over the trauma you got from 
therapy.” 


“Yeah. Ironic, isn’t it? Took me years before | felt... ‘better’, | guess, 
but | got there. Uh... long story short, one of my therapists went to 
my parents with something | explicitly told him not to share-not the 
trans thing, by the way, this was years earlier and my parents were 


actually super understanding about that when | finally came out... 
sorry, getting off track.” 


| took a deep breath before | continued, “It wasn’t just ‘don’t share 
this, please’; | straight up told him | didn’t want him to tell them 
during the act of him telling them, and he did it anyway right in front 
of me. | just... stormed out and didn’t come home for a few hours. 
And when | did...” 


| didn’t finish the thought. It would have been an unpleasant memory 
if | hadn't dissociated so hard | didn’t have a memory of that 
conversation. 


“This was when | was in my early twenties, so it wasn’t like | was a 
minor. | wasn’t breaking any laws, or a danger to myself or others, or 
anything like that... | mean, | wasn’t, but | came pretty close to 
suicide after the fact...” | sighed. “I try to practice forgiveness, but 
that’s been my benchmark for ‘unforgivable trespass’ for a long 
time.” 


“I'll fucking say!" Max said heatedly. It was actually sort of comforting 
that he was getting this upset on my behalf. “Isn’t that massively 
illegal?” 


“Edge case,” | grumbled. “I brought my parents in for family therapy, 
which was a disaster-in hindsight, if I'd been more emotionally 
aware, or a better advocate for myself, or something, | might have 
noticed that he treated me as the source of all the problems in the 
relationship. That could have been my warning sign... anyway, | had 
to sign paperwork giving him permission to talk to them so | could 
have them in the room. Verbally revoking that permission should 
trump the paperwork-there’s probably a line about ‘you can revoke 
this permission at any time’ somewhere on there-but, you know, 
good luck proving | did that. So, ethically, it’s a huge violation, but 
legally... well, edge case.” 


“Damn,” he cursed. “I’m shocked you went back to therapy at all.” 


“That’s what my next therapist said. That’s not a joke, by the way.” 


There was a ‘beat’ in the conversation while | sighed again and Max 
calmed down from his indignation. 


“Well,” | said, “I did... and still do, which is why Deanna came up. 
She wanted me to talk to you... like, just in general, | guess. Get 
comfortable again after the Vash incident.” 


| had to admit, | was already feeling a bit better, mostly from just 
seeing Max be himself. Was that ‘normal’, or the result of some 
social perk? ‘Putting people at ease’ was at the far low end of the 
‘Social Bullshit’ scale when it came to perks and powers. 


If it was a perk thing, did that matter? Deanna’s suggestion had been 
more for my peace of mind than anything else, after all. 


“Comfortable?” he asked. “What do you... oh.” Max closed his eyes 
and took a deep breath; when he opened them, his mood had gone 
somber. “Are you going somewhere?” 


“Nowhere in particular. Why?” 


It was his turn to shrug. “If you were, I’d suggest walking while we 
talked, but we can just grab a bench instead.” 


“Sounds good.” 
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“So,” Max said once we'd sat down, “First, | want to apologize for 
making you feel uncomfortable around me, and particularly for not 
realizing I’d done it.” 


That’s a start, | guess. “I... | accept your apology-and | appreciate it, 
really-but that’s not going to get me, uh, ‘not-uncomfortable’ on its 
own.” 


“| don’t expect it to-not on its own, at least. That’s what the 
conversation is for, right?” 


“Sure,” | agreed. 

“Great. What do you want to talk about?” 

That was a good question. “You, | guess, if you don’t mind.” 
“Me?” 

“Yeah. If you don’t mind.” 


“No, please, ask away,” he said with a sweep of his hand. “It’s not 
like | don’t like talking about myself. What would you like to know?” 


| thought for a moment, then asked, “Why do you keep jumping?” 
Max frowned. “That’s quite a question.” 


“You don’t have to answer,” | said quickly. The conversation I’d had 
with Homura had been on my mind again; she was looking not just 
for more power, but for a solution to a specific problem. It made me 
wonder what Max was looking for. 


“| know,” he said, “but it’s a good question. Well, two questions: ‘Why 
don't | go home?’ and ‘Why don’t | stay somewhere?’ 


“The first question is pretty easy to answer. There’s nothing for me 
back home.” Max grimaced slightly at his own words. “My dad had 
died a couple years earlier-heart problems-and my mom’s a classic 
narcissist; cutting her out of my life was the only good decision | 
made in college. My brother and | were six years apart and never got 
along; | hadn’t heard from him since he moved out when | was in 
middle school, and we liked it that way. Socially, I'd made the 
mistake of dating in my social circle, so when we broke up, all my 
friends went with my ex... which was probably fair, because I’ve got 
enough self-awareness now to know that whole shitshow was my 
fault. 


“As for my ‘career’, I'd spent the last six years waiting tables ata 
trashy interstate-road-stop diner that was going to go out of business 
within the year while very concertedly not writing my breakout novel, 
so when | saw an ad for an ‘entry-level position with opportunity for 
growth, room and expenses paid, some travel required,’ | decided it 
was worth a shot... and ended up here.” 


The job listing got a chuckle out of me. “That’s one way to describe a 
‘chain, | guess. So they introduced themself as Management?” 


“No, | started calling them that because | was annoyed with the way 
they were jerking me around. See, | called the number listed on the 
ad and spoke to someone-that would be Management, though they 
didn’t introduce themself-who asked me a few ‘personality 
questions’, then told me | was what they were looking for, and that 
my training started immediately. Then, poof, | woke up in the 
strangest place I'd ever been. | didn’t get a proper explanation for a 
full year.” 


“They didn’t let you even see the document, did they?” | asked. 


“Nope. It wasn’t even a ‘real’ Jump, by Management's way of 
thinking. | didn’t get anything for it at all: no purchases, no slots, 
nada.” 


“Training’, they called it.” 


“Yeah, precisely. | guess if I'd managed to get myself killed, I’d have 
flunked the course?” He chuckled bitterly. “| had no idea what a 
Jumpchain was at that point, much less that | was on one-or would 
be on one, if this was just the orientation. | still had my wallet and all 
the out-of-place stuff in it, so | knew | hadn’t had my brain scrambled 
by whatever gave me the lump | woke up with, but that was it.” 


| nodded along. “That’s... well, it's not ‘good’, but it’s better than 
nothing.” If | woke up in another world with no memory of how or why 
| was there, and nothing to back my story up, I’d be convinced / was 


crazy. Hell, that wasn’t far off my day-one experience in Worm, come 
to think of it. 


“Yeah. Gaslighting is nasty.” 

“What sort of world was it?” 

“| didn’t recognize it at the time, but it was VA-11 HALL-A.” 

That had me cocking my head in confusion. “The viking afterlife?” 


“No, it’s spelled with a bunch of numbers and stuff. ‘Vee Ay Eleven, 
Hall A’. Cyber-weirdpunk world-pretty safe as such things go if you’re 
smart and keep your head down, but incredibly disorienting. One 
minute | was sitting at home, holding a phone to my ear; the next, | 
was lying on my back with an uplifted dog shining a pen-light in my 
eyes to check my pupil reaction.” 


“An uplifted dog?” | echoed. 


Max shrugged and repeated, “Cyber-weirdpunk,” like that explained 
it... which it sort of did. “Anyway, after a year of washing dishes at 
the bar for room and board as the owner’s Amnesiac Charity Case, | 
got ‘poof-ed’ out of there into the Warehouse-which was /iterally just 
an empty Warehouse at that point-and was given the document for 
my first ‘real’ Jump.” 


“And that’s when you got your proper explanation?” 

“Well, yes,” he said begrudgingly, “but only after | refused to fill out 
the document until they answered my questions. That’s when | 
branded them ‘Management’.” 


“Because you had to go on strike to get them to stop fucking with 
you.” 


“Exactly.” Max paused for a moment as he considered his next 
words. “The other question is trickier. Why don't | just stay 


somewhere? The answer’s kind of dumb, but | think it comes down 
to habit.” 


“So you jump not because you want to continue, but because you 
don’t want to stop?” 


He shrugged. “That’s one way to put it. | don’t lose anything by 
continuing; if | decide | want to stop somewhere after all, | can 
always go back.” 


“Unless you hit a ‘fail condition’,” | pointed out. 


“That's a pretty big if,” Max said easily. “I don’t want to sound 
overconfident, but I’m powerful, careful, and surrounded by people 
who have my back. | even have a few ‘extra lives’ banked up for 
emergencies; if | start going through them, | might think again, but 
i's been thirty jumps since my last close call, and a lot longer since 
I’ve actually used one.” 


“Nice.” 


“Yeah. | complain a lot because Management goes out of their way 
to cause problems for me, but on the whole, I’m pretty happy living 
like this. It’s only ever ten years in any given hellhole, at worst, and 
there are good moments even in the worst places. 


“There’s also that all-consuming desire to browse. Maybe the next 
world will be the one. | mean, it won’t be, but maybe it will, you 
know?” 

“| know,” | agreed. 
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| Kept checking the cherry tree hill until | found Homura there on the 
fifth day back. 


She smiled at me when she saw me coming, then went back to 
looking out over the town in silence. | stood a step to her left, just out 


of arms’ reach, and joined her in staring at the buildings below for a 
bit before | spoke. 


“How’re you doing?” | asked. 
“lam... well,” she said. 
“Yeah?” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s good.” 


| saw Homura nod to herself out of the corner of my eye. “I’m not 
terribly upset about Shard Administration not working,” she 
explained. “It wasn’t a useful solution. Even if it had worked as I'd 
hoped, | couldn’t simply hand my problems to someone else.” 


“Of course,” | said. “That doesn’t mean you didn’t want it to work, 
though.” 


“It does not. Failure is... discouraging.” She moved her hands 
together behind her back, fiddling with her ring unconsciously. “The 
more solutions | rule out...” 


She didn't finish the thought. 


| took half a step closer to her, intending to put my arm around her 
shoulders, then second-guessed myself. “Uh, Homura?” 


“Yes?” 
“Can | hug you?” 


Homura turned her head to look at me, cocked at the standard ‘what 
crap are you talking now’ angle. After a moment, she sighed and 
stepped sideways so | could comfortably put my arm around her 
shoulders. She hesitated, then put her arm around me, as well. 


“You haven't been asking before hugging me anywhere else,” she 
said. 


“| usually offer hugs and wait for them to be accepted.” 

“True.” She was a few inches shorter than my normal-er, that is, my 
‘Kasey’ form, so standing like this let her comfortably lean her head 
into my shoulder. “Thank you.” 

“I’m here for you whenever you need me.” 

“| know.” She took a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling 
under my arm. “I’ve heard that before. ‘We’re here for you.’ 
Somehow, | never... accepted it.” 

“What do you mean?” 


“| didn’t let anyone in. | was only the fifth companion to join, and the 
others... | didn’t like the way they treated me.” 


“They mistreated you?” | asked, more sharply than I'd intended. 


“No, no, nothing like that,” she said quickly. “The opposite... they 
treated me like a friend, and | didn’t... | wasn’t comfortable with that.” 


“Oh.” 


She nodded. “I didn’t join to be part of a group of ‘true companions’. | 
was here for a purpose, and everything else was a temptation.” 


“The ‘Leave Your Quest Test’ writ large,” | said. 


Homura hummed in agreement. “Il spent nearly a thousand years 
carefully Keeping myself free of connections... and then | made one 
by accident.” | stiffened and started to pull away, but Homura used 
the arm she still had around me to keep me in place. “And I’m glad | 
did,” she finished. 


“Me too,” | said. “Do you think you’re going to want to... to be family 
again?” 


“Not this jump,” she said. “Wherever we end up going, I’m going to 
keep a close eye on Zion. | want to see what sort of person it ends 
up being.” 

“| hope you're not going to keep referring to him as ‘it’ to his face.” 
She sighed. “I will consider its feelings when it has them.” 


Good enough. “Thank you.” 


“Either way, I’m going to be busy next jump. The one after that...” 
Homura shrugged. “It depends where we go.” 


“| won't get my hopes up,” | joked. 


“Good,” she said, the ghost of a smirk in her tone. “I would hate to 
disappoint you.” 
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Chapter 63: Reflections 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 63: Reflections 


I’m really not trans anymore. 


| was standing in the bathroom, stripped to the waist, looking at my 
old body. E's body, as I’d come to think of it. The realization 
I’d had the previous day-that I’d come to think of my body from 
Worm as my ‘normal’ body-had been disconcerting, especially after 
all the conversations I'd had last jump about identity and privilege. 
So, here | was, facing down my original body. A few short months of 
hormone treatments hadn't really done much, so it was still very 
clearly a man looking back at me in the mirror. 


| felt... okay. Pretty good, even. | wasn’t sure if that was due to the 
‘mental clean-up’ after Worm or the nice, secure knowledge that | 
could swap back at any time, but | was okay wearing this body in the 
moment. The name [MM still brought a bit of a twinge, though-it 
was an identity l’d come to resent. The old name had an entire life- 
full of dysphoria attached to it. 


“Casey,” | said, rolling the name around in my mouth. “Kerry? 
Cassidy? Cassidy.” That felt better-| was Cassandra, even like this, 
and | wanted a name that reflected that. 


The new name brought a smile to my face, which made me notice 
something else. 


I’m actually kind of hot like this. 


I'd been confident in my attractiveness before, at least from the neck 
up (which had brought its own share of issues, like the recurring 


anxiety that | was ‘throwing away’ an attractive male body for an ugly 
female one), and the question of, ‘Then why don't | like the way | 
look?’ had been one of the things answered when my egg cracked. | 
looked even better now; the physical fitness perk had given me a 
nice, fit body to match rather than arms that were simultaneously 
flabby and stick-thin on a trunk scrawny enough to count ribs through 
the skin. 


I'd unslotted the ‘physical attractiveness’ perk specifically for this 
experiment, but maybe the fitness perk was enough to make this 
not-quite-my-old-body after all. It hadn’t fixed my eyesight, but that 
was just as well; | liked the way | looked with glasses. 


| rubbed at my chin absentmindedly as | leaned in towards the mirror 
for a closer look. | looked better with a beard. Too bad hair didn’t 
grow while a body wasn’t in use, because | wasn't willing to spend a 
couple weeks like this to get my beard back. Maybe in my sleep? 
No, it wasn’t worth it-I| didn’t have much reason to use this body 
anyway. | may not suffer in it, but | was still a woman, and | liked 
having my body reflect that. 


It was good to know that hadn’t changed. 
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Having finished my introspection, | finally got around to unpacking 
the stuff I’d brought back from Star Trek. The ‘Avoid the Narrative’ 
plaque, model shuttle, and my service ribbons and decorations 
joined the massive Endbringer chunk on the dresser that was rapidly 
becoming an impromptu trophy case. I’d have put my combadge 
there too-it was arguably the most iconic souvenir from the whole 
setting-but | didn’t have a good way to display it, and the last thing | 
wanted was to lose it behind the furniture. 


| ended up putting it in the desk drawer for safekeeping... which is 
where | found the letters I’d written ten years earlier. 


---X==X==X--- 


Most people on the chain tended towards a few ‘hang-out spots’ they 
could be reliably found. Deanna had her greenhouse; Bob and Karl 
haunted the games room; Zero practically lived in the arcade; and 
Max spent most of his time in the library. Finding him wasn’t hard; he 
had a favorite couch in the lobby, where he was currently engrossed 
in a large, heavy hardback book. 


| still didn’t feel quite the same level of ‘ease’ around him | had 
before, which was part of the reason | chose him for this 
conversation. | could have gone to any of my friends-or Deanna in 
her role as my therapist-but | wanted to have that level of ease 
again, and every conversation helped reassure me that he was a 
reasonable person who needed to be pushed pretty damn far before 
he resorted to violence. 


“Hey, Max,” | said. “Got a minute?” 


“Sure.” He grabbed a bookmark from the end-table and set the book 
down while | took a seat in an armchair nearby. “What’s on your 
mind?” 


“Home.” 

“Third Jump blues,” he said sagely. 

“Huh?” 

“A lot of people start feeling homesick around three jumps in.” 

| shook my head. “That’s not it; sort of the opposite, really. | was 
wondering... | Know my world is ‘waiting’ for me if | ever decide to go 


back, but what if | don’t?” 


“It’s not ‘paused’ forever,” Max said. “Really, | don’t think it’s ‘paused’ 
at all; it’s that the point in time you return to is when you left.” 


“That's not what | meant. | was thinking in terms of my family.” 


“Oh.” 


“It's something I’ve been avoiding,” | continued. “Thinking about it, | 
mean. | wasn’t really thinking clearly my first jump, was deep in 
culture shock afterwards, and after that...” 


After that, | sort of latched onto Homura as surrogate family. 


That didn’t need to be spoken aloud. “I think the memory perk | got 
has messed with my sense of time,” | said instead. “I was talking to 
Dragon before the vacation about how it wasn’t a problem if | hadn’t 
spoken to someone in years because | still remembered our last 
conversation like it was yesterday, and | think that applies to a lot of 
things. | remember everything since my first Jump like yesterday; 
heck, | remember my ‘recruitment’ like it was two weeks ago.” 


| stopped and sighed. “Sorry, I’m getting distracted again. What | was 
getting at is that | wasn’t exactly happy back home, but | still had... 
have family and friends who care about me. And a couple cats who 
rely on me for food,” | added with a wry grin. “Il was wondering what 
they’d think if | never came back. | left a note-” 


“You left a note?” Max asked incredulously. 
“It seemed like something one should do in this sort of situation!” 
“Sorry, | didn’t mean... just, go on.” 


| gave him the stink-eye before doing as instructed. “I left a note, but 
I’m pretty sure that if they read it, they'll assume | had a psychotic 
break and threw myself in the creek or something. It’s not a... 
realistic sort of thing.” There was a lump in my throat that swallowing 
didn’t get rid of. “I guess I’m just worried that not going back is... 
selfish. I’d be ghosting all my friends, abandoning my family... I'ma 
little ashamed of how little I’ve thought of them, recently. Especially 
my sister.” 


“Well, maybe we'll go back at some point, so you can explain what’s 
going on yourself.” 


“Would you really be willing to burn a vacation jump on that?" 


“| wouldn't rule it out,” Max said. “You could call your parents, visit 
your sister... maybe you could even introduce us. I’d love to meet 
her.” 


| cocked my head curiously. “How much do you know about her?” 


“Not much. She set off a lot of the plot-to be clear, | mean she set off 
the show’s plot, not the villain’s plot, although she was mixed up in 
that, too-but as a character, she wasn’t really developed much. She 
had barely any screen-time, most of it in flashbacks, but she cast a 
huge shadow. It was mostly due to her that the cast came together 
the way they did; without that, there wouldn't be a story at all. 


“Garrus suggested offering her a spot, too, but | didn’t have a good 
enough sense of who she was to know if she’d be a good fit, or if 
she'd want to come at all.” 


“If it was Garrus doing the offering, she’d follow him anywhere.” 


Max coughed out a rather undignified laugh. “I'll Keep that in mind,” 
he said. “I considered trying to find her, but | had no idea where she 
was in the late 2010s.” 


“But you knew how to find me?” 


“| bought the companion option. Normally | don’t have to pay extra to 
bring people along, but | can still soend points on canon characters 
to guarantee | have a chance at a recruitment pitch. As part of the 
main cast, you were an option; your sister wasn't.” 


“Oh,” | said, suddenly uncomfortable. “That’s all the points buy, 
though, right? A guarantee that you have a chance?” 


“It doesn’t affect your free will at all,” he confirmed. “Management 
was very clear on that, though mostly to make sure | wouldn't 
complain if | paid for someone who refused to come. But that’s why | 


got to stay ‘late’ that jump: | hadn’t run into you yet, So we weren't 
leaving until | found you or gave up.” 


“| see.” It was weirdly easy to forget that I’d been headhunted for 
this-probably because I'd been selected for things | would never do. 
“Well, | think she’d go for it; hell, if ld slowed down and thought 
about it rather than thinking ‘must seize opportunity’, there are 
probably half a dozen people | wish | could share this with.” 


“That's one of the reasons | didn’t ask, actually.” Max looked away as 
he focused on wiping an imaginary spot of dust off the arm of the 
couch. “I used to be a lot more ‘sure, bring your friends too’, but that 
led to some nastiness-you know, hurt feelings all around.” 


“What happened?” 


He let out a long sigh. “Some people aren't happy learning that their 
entire life was just a footnote in someone else’s story... or worse, not 
mentioned at all... or worst, the villain in someone else’s story. 
Everything’s good while the metaphorical honeymoon lasts, but 
resentment brews, and eventually things boil over. You might 
remember | mentioned you were the first new companion in a long 
time...?” 


“Yeah?” 
“Well,” he said, “that’s one of the reasons why.” 
“Oh,” | repeated. 


Max nodded, then reached out and picked up his book again, though 
he didn’t open it yet. “Is there anything else?” 


“No, that’s it,” | said, accepting the dismissal for what it was. “I’ll let 
you get back to your book. Thanks for the talk.” 


“No problem.” 


=-=XS=X==X =< 


Management must have been feeling impatient, because only eight 
days after our return, the call went out to gather in the conference 
room for our next Jump. 


Max scowled at the center of the table. “What horrors are we facing 
next?” 


“There’s no need for that attitude,” Management said. “You had a 
perfectly lovely vacation.” 


“Right up until the ending.” 

“Which | handled.” 

“You had no idea Vash was waiting to surprise me?” 
“That was Q’s doing.” 


Max rolled his eyes. “And I’m sure you have no idea how he pulled it 
off, either.” 


“| do, actually, and I’ve fixed the issue. It will not happen again.” 
Management cleared their throat, then asked, “How are our new 
members doing? Enjoy your first taste of strange new worlds?” 


“| think the ‘strange new body’ was the more interesting part,” Tess 
said. 


“| think | agree,” Dinah said. “Being a Vulcan was weird.” 

“I’m sure they knew it would be when they offered,” | said. 

“Aw, Cassandra, | thought we were friends.” Management didn’t give 
me a chance to formulate a retort before they moved on. “What 
about you, Dragon?” 


“l’m still here,” Dragon said neutrally. 


“You got the memories synced up, right?” 


“We did, but | don’t know that there’s much point in asking both of us 
about the same memories.” 


“| want to know what you think! Disappointed you’re stuck looking 
after the farm while everyone’s away? Happy you don’t have to deal 
with all the nonsense you missed?” 


“I’m happy where | am,” she said. “I wouldn’t have forked if | wasn’t 
willing to deal with both sides.” 


“Where are we going now?” Max repeated. 


“Patience!” Management chided him. “Have some respect for your 
guest!” 


“We would like to Know as well,” Dragon said. 

“I’m sure you would! | picked this in honor of you... or Tess... 
whatever. Ahem. Presenting... Breath of Fire!” A tinny MIDI fanfare 
rocked the room. “... three.” 


l’d never heard of it, so | opened my book and started reading: 


In an age long past, this world had only one continent. All its many 
races lived in a state 


of technological bliss thanks to their advanced understanding of 
science and magic. But they 


had poisoned their own land in the process, turning large swaths of 
the northern portion into a 


desert. The people attempted to use their machines to hold back the 
ever growing desert, but 


quarreling and wars disrupted the effort. Soon, the Desert of Death 
covered much of the 


northern half of the world. 


| was already pretty sure this was a JRPG. 


“It’s not the best place to take Zion for his ‘welcome to humanity’ 
jump,” Max mused, “but it’s not the worst, either.” 


“Out of curiosity, what would be a good place to take him? 


“Anything slice-of-life-y. You Know... low stakes, low conflict, 
everyday-life type worlds.” 


“Or anything with a ‘what it means to be human’ motif,” Ace added. 


“I'd suggest something in the coming-of-age genre, personally,” 
Deanna said. 


“Archie Comics, Seinfeld-” 

“Ghost in the Shell, Detroit: Become Human-” 

“Malcolm in the Middle... oh, Inside Out would be a great one-” 
“This isn’t a Suggestion box!” Management interrupted before people 
could get further carried away. “I was just wondering what your 
standard of ‘good place to take Zion’ was. I’m not taking requests!” 


“Then why ask?” Ace asked. 


“Because you guys are humans and I’m not. | don’t Know anything 
about what’s appropriate for a ‘welcome to humanity’ jump, and you 
got me curious.” They paused. “It seems you all disagree, anyway.” 


The three of them exchanged glances. “I wouldn’t say we ‘disagree’ 
as much as we have different ideas,” Deanna said. 


“| don’t know what the difference is and | don’t care. Let’s move on.” 


“Fine,” Max said. “How’s the power-down going to work? Standard 
rules?” 


“Standard rules,” Management confirmed. 
“What?” Dinah asked. 


“All our perks, powers, and so on are less effective in other worlds,” 
Max explained. “The ‘standard’ rule is ‘Ninety-Sixty-Thirty’. Each 
power is judged according to ‘Genre’ and ‘Setting’. If it fits both, it’s 
ninety percent effective; one, it’s sixty percent effective; neither, it’s 
thirty percent effective.” 


“So that’s why my power was acting weird last jump,” she grumbled. 
“So if | understand ‘Genre’ and ‘Setting’ right, then since | have a 
superpower from a modern day world, so I’m going to lose seventy 
percent of my power?” 


“The ability is more important than where it’s from,” Management 
said. “Your power almost fits, since oracles are fantasy game staple, 
but the probability bit doesn’t. You'll be at sixty percent.” 


“What does that mean?” Dinah asked. “Forty percent less questions 
is a lot different from forty percent less accuracy.” 


“Forty percent less everything,” they said unhelpfully. 
“Thanks.” 


“Can we not take drawbacks?” Ace asked. “Even the ones that aren’t 
clearly Jumper-specific are written like they’re directed at Max.” 


“Jumper only, this world,” Management confirmed. 
“We’re pretty limited, then.” 


| had two more weeks to actually play the game-or watch someone 
else play it-so | flipped the page to the background list before the 
discussion left me behind. Drop-in, Thief, Scholar, Nobility. That was 
it? Oh, the races have their own perks as well. Human, human with 
wings, anthro-tiger, slightly beastly humans, some sort of gargoyle, 


and... oh, yes! Now | understood what Management meant. | 
scrolled down to the companion options and did a double-take. 


“Damn it!” | muttered. “Why do we only get four hundred, and not 
Six?” 


“We get seven,” Jenn said. 

“No, | mean from the document, before including the three hundred 
from importing at all.” | pouted at my book. “The dragon origin costs 
just slightly too much!” 


“Tough luck.” Management said. “Some things are only for 
Protagonists.” 


“So...?” Tess asked. 


“Hey, you'll always be Dragon. Well, not you, but... you get the idea. 
No giant lizard form for you.” 


“| do not feel particularly honored.” 
“No gratitude, | swear. Didn’t you want to be human, anyway?” 
“And | am,” she said. “This just feels like you’re mocking me.” 


“You're going to have to get used to that,” Max said. “They do it to 
everyone, and they’re not going to stop.” 


| held off on actually making my build until after the viewing party 
Max hosted. The story was fairly winding, but if you cut out all the 
sidetracking, broken bridges, and wacky wayside tribes, the plot 
would only be half as long. 


The action starts off in a mine for ‘chrysm’, a very literal fossil fuel 
made from the crystallized remains of long-dead monsters. The 
miners end up releasing a living dragon, who turns out to be our 


protagonist, Ryu-in this world, dragons can assume human forms. At 
any rate, Ryu-in-human-form is adopted by a couple of petty thieves, 
who he is then separated from after they run afoul of a crime 
syndicate collaborating with the corrupt mayor of the nearest village. 
Though his friends are likely dead, Ryu refuses to give up hope, and 
sets out on a journey to try to find them. Along the way, he ends up 
being kidnapped-along with Nina, the princess of the local kingdom- 
and the two become close friends. 


After a long series of near-miss escapes, detours, and other 
distractions, they finally win their freedom by competing in a 
tournament arc, and in doing so meet Garr, a gargoyle-like creature 
who promises to reveal to Ryu the secret of his dragon heritage. 
Garr leads the party to a temple, where he takes Ryu alone into the 
bottom level and reveals that dragons were wiped out hundreds of 
years ago because they tried to destroy the world. For the good of 
the world, the local God(dess) created the Guardians, the race Garr 
himself belonged to; and it was his sworn duty to kill the last dragon 
in the world. However, Ryu overpowers him and flees. 


The action returns to the mine, with dragon-form Ryu once more 
wandering around the tunnels. Garr arrives and manages to 
overpower him, causing him to revert to human form-a noticeably 
older human form. Ryu was around ten years old at the beginning, 
but is now in his teens; he’d been roaming the countryside for years. 
Garr apologizes and explains that he had been plagued by doubt 
ever since his defeat; Ryu had him at his mercy, but-despite Garr 
having admitted to genocide, and then attempting to kill Ryu himself- 
Ryu had chosen to flee rather than strike him down. He offers to take 
Ryu to talk to God and ask why the dragon clan needed to die. 


Along the way, they reconnect with old friends from the pre-time-skip 
party, including one of the two lovable rogues Ryu had befriended 
shortly after waking, and finally reach the heavens. Quite literally-the 
‘Goddess’ rules from an orbital station at the end of a space elevator 
anchored on a long-dead but clearly modern city. A massive 
ecological disaster had sent the world from a modern technological 


level back to a weird pseudo-European-fantasy schizo-tech level, 
maintained by the Goddess allowing a trickle of machines to make 
their way into the kingdoms to ensure a level of prosperity that never 
threatened to grow into a proper technological society. 


It turns out that the dragons hadn't tried to destroy the world. It was 
enough that they could have. The Goddess feared their power just 
as much as she feared the power of the technology she was 
withholding, and had set out to destroy them before they could 
challenge her and endanger the careful bottle she’d built around the 
world. She begs Ryu to give up his quest and stay on the station, 
where she can ensure that he will never harm anyone, and offers to 
return all his companions to the surface with no memory of him-an 
offer she apparently follows through on in the non-canon ending 
where he accepts the deal. Canonically, he refuses, and she 
regretfully announces her intent to strike him down. Cue final boss 
fight. 


Player characters being player characters, Ryu wins. The load- 
bearing Goddess dies, and the party flee the crumbling station back 
to the surface. A new day dawns without the Goddess’ smothering 
protection, and the party stands, tired yet triumphant, at the dawn of 
a new age. 


---X==X==X--- 


Max played through the whole game in the theatre attached to the 
town while two dozen of us watched, offering commentary on all the 
things he’d like to change while we’re there. And, occasionally, the 
things he wanted to make sure not to change. “God, | ship those two 
so hard,” he said, as Nina and Ryu finally reunited after the time- 
skip. “Maybe | can just break Loki’s legs and get the trio to head 
straight to Wyndia? Hunting the Nue gave them a taste of heroism, it 
shouldn’t take much to get them to go on a less, let’s say, ‘trauma- 
fueled’ adventure...” 


Despite being a JRPG world full of roaming monsters and crime, the 
setting itself was significantly less grim than Worm, past genocides 


aside. There was no evil empire threatening the world, just a 
misguided self-appointed goddess and the innocents her mistakes 
had harmed. Thematically, it was a story of a young man rejecting 
the cycle of revenge and violence, and how that simple act led to the 
‘righting’ of the whole world. And since Max was going to be 
shepherding the protagonists, | could treat this like another vacation. 


Probably. Once the credits rolled, | went and dove into the series wiki 
a bit-the Warehouse had contemporary internet access, as little 
sense as that made-and it seemed /// was the exception to the ‘no 
evil empire’ thing. The antagonist wasn’t exactly misguided, either... 
although both her words and actions were a far cry from her 
portrayal in the first game. It was hard to square the two characters 
with each other, but then again, there were thousands of years 
separating the games, so maybe | shouldn't pay too much attention 
to the first game? Early installment weirdness was a thing, too... 


Still, | would have to be very careful if | was unlucky enough to 
encounter the ‘Goddess’ without a lot of firepower at my back. 


I’d left things a bit late in making my build; by the time | sat down to 
go through the document, there were only a few days left before the 
break ended. Homura joined me in the lounge, side by side on one 
of the couches; | had my tablet-in-book-form in my lap, while she 
was reading a technical manual on particle cannons sourced from 
who-knows-where. 


| took the opportunity to use her as a sounding board. “So, no 
offense to anyone else’s choices,” | began, “but the races basically 
boil down to ‘Boring’, ‘Mage’, ‘Brute’, and ‘Tinker’, and I’ve been 
regretting not taking magic from my first jump for a while.” 


She nodded as | penciled in a check mark next to the Wing Clan 
heading-a race that were almost entirely human, except that they 
had vestigial angelic wings on their backs. Well, mostly vestigial; 
there was a perk to make them more useful. 


“It ll be my first time being something other than human,” | noted. 
“That should be interesting. Plus, I’ve always thought angels and 
stuff like that were really cool, visually.” 


Homura supplemented her continued nodding with a noncommittal 
noise of acknowledgment. 


“Say, have you ever gone in as something with a... ‘decidedly non- 
human’ body plan?” | asked. “This’ll be my first time.” 


“| have. It was fine.” 

“Cool. What was it?” 

Homura hesitated, and then said, “Mermaid.” 
“Huh. Maybe you'll show me that form someday.” 
“Unlikely,” she deadpanned. 

| pouted. “Sounds like it wasn’t that ‘fine’.” 


“It came with the motor skills and instincts | needed,” she said 
simply. “It was still strange, and | have no particular fondness for it.” 


“Well, thanks for the reassurance.” | could handle ‘strange’; that was 
half the appeal of choosing something other than human in the first 
place. “Age... do we not get to pick at all?” 

“Just the range: younger or older.” 

“Yeah, | saw that on the main document. | don’t have any options.” 
“Refresh the page?” she suggested. 

| held up my book and brandished the very literal, physical, paper 


page | was currently working with. Homura glanced at the problem, 
shrugged, and returned to her reading. 


“Guess I'll deal with that later,” | muttered. “Now, for backgrounds, 
Drop-In has some real appealing perks, but | want to have an 
identity. | Know it bit me in Worm, but having memories makes me 
feel less like an outsider.” 


“Which one?” 


“| was thinking about going Nobility. It has the right items for a 
magic build, and I’m wondering if growing up like that would give me 
a new perspective on leadership.” 


“| thought you didn’t like being a leader,” Homura said. 


“That's why | want a new perspective. Odds are I'll end up some 
minor, unimportant cousin somewhere in the background-some 
things are ‘only for protagonists’, after all-and if worst comes to 
worst, | can always run off. RPGs are the perfect genre for the 
rebellious wayward heiress to make her own way in the world.” 


“Hmm.” 


| penciled in the mark for Nobility and scowled when the page 
adjusted itself to reveal the age option. Singular. “Guess I’m going in 
young.” Six to thirteen. What a fucking range that was. 


“Which perks are you going to get?” 


| shrugged. “I'll probably just grab everything from my origins. That'll 
leave me with 150 for items, which would get me a Moon Tear, 
Wisdom Fruit, and Blessed Staff.” 


“You made a math error somewhere,” Homura said. “Taking every 
racial and background perk would cost 800 points before you got to 
items.” 


“What? That doesn’t add up.” | looked over the background perks 
again, then flipped back to the racial perks and noticed the problem. 
“Oh. The racial perks aren't discounted, they're locked. Wow, 


Management was feeling really stingy, this jump.” Looks like I’d have 
to start cutting. 


After reading through the perks again, | fished my phone out of my 
purse and dialed O00. 


Rii-“Management speaking.” 


“Got a few questions on overlapping perks from earlier jumps,” | 
said. 


“Fire away.” 


“Grace offers almost exactly the same thing as Noble Visage from 
the Generic Fantasy RPG. If | pass on Grace and slot Noble Visage 
instead, will | be stuck with useless wings?” 


“Nah,” Management said dismissively. “They’re close enough I'll just 
Say it’s the same thing.” 


“Okay,” | said, slightly concerned by the generosity. “Pure Pluck 
seems pretty close to Strong Heart as well.” 


“Yup. You're looking at going from a Generic Fantasy RPG toa 
Specific Fantasy RPG; of course there’s overlap.” 


“Great. Cool. | don’t suppose Political Powerhouse overlaps with 
Parahuman Feudalism?” 


“Yeah... no. Parahuman Feudalism is all about knowing how to 
cheat and backstab your way to the top, while Powerhouse is about 
being a charismatic orator and shrewd negotiator. No overlap there.” 


“Yeah, | figured, but | wanted to be sure.” 
“Anything else?” 


Only one other question came to mind. “Why only the one age 
option?” 


“It amused me.” 


Well wasn't that just great. “If I’m under twelve | will find a way to kick 
your shins over the phone.” 


"Duly noted. Have fun!” 
Click. 


“Okay,” | said once I'd put the phone away. “I don’t need to take 
Grace or Pure Pluck at all, so that leaves me with 200 points for 
items.” Focus on the good news. 


“You're not taking Examine?” Homura asked, looking up from her 
book. 


“For 400 points? That’s more than half my entire budget, and | don't 
think it'll work in other worlds anyway.” 


“Not natively, but there are ways around that. It’s potentially 
thousands of skills and abilities in one package.” 


“Well, | don’t have those ways yet,” | noted, "and it’s too expensive to 
take ‘for the future’. That and Magical Powerhouse alone would 
leave me with nothing left for other perks or items.” 


“There are plenty of items you could borrow from the Warehouse,” 
she pointed out. 


“Yeah, | know...” | sighed. “It’s not rational, but | don’t want to borrow 
forever. | want my own things, and this way | get a Blessed Staff 
and Magic Shard Necklace for my ‘baby’s first magic user’ set. 
Plus, Political Powerhouse is something I'd like to have for the role 
I’m going to be filling. If I'm going to be nobility, | want to be good at 
it.” 


“Admirable,” Homura said. “On the other hand, none of those things 
are particularly... useful.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“The staff and necklace are things you can buy in the world,” she 
explained, “so it seems wasteful to spend points on them. The Moon 
Tears are more valuable, since they’re reusable, but you get them 
for free. Political Powerhouse is also much less ‘powerful’ than the 
name implies.” 


| frowned at the book as | reviewed the options again. “I just feel like 
| should be getting value out of my discounts,” | admitted. 


“Spending points on bad options isn’t ‘getting value’.” 

“Yeah, that’s true. All right, you’ve convinced me.” | penciled in Avian 
Ancestry, Magical Powerhouse, Poised and Proper, Examine, 
and the Moon Tears. On a whim, | scratched out part of the age 
‘option’ with my pencil before shutting the book. Age: (*) sh{6He 
thirteen (13). It didn’t accomplish anything but express my 
displeasure. 

“What did you pick?” | asked. 


“Human, Drop-In, Examine, and the remaining 300 points for slots,” 
she rattled off. 


“| thought only drawback points could be converted to slots.” 


“The extra 300 points come from limitations on companions, which 
are effectively drawbacks. That’s why everyone gets them.” 


That was news to me. “Huh.” 
“Management allowed it,” Homura said with a shrug. 


That wasn’t how I'd interpreted the rules, but it wasn’t like | was 
going to argue. “Do you know what Max has Zion doing?” | asked. 


“Drop-in.” 


“Really? | thought the whole reason we didn’t import him last time 
was that we wanted to give him memories.” 


“That was the plan,” she agreed, “but making him a nobleman, 
criminal, or mad scientist all sounded like bad ideas.” 


== XS=X==X--- 


With my build done, | decided to track down the other people | knew 
and ask what they were doing. 


---X==X==X--- 

“Grassrunner Scholar,” Dinah said, looking up from the novel she’d 
been reading on the bench in front of the library. “I finally get a 
chance to be the fucking tinker.” 


“Hah,” | laughed. “Nice one. What are you doing for perks?” 


“Everything but the Scholar capstone. Biotinkering is...” She 
shuddered. “Ew.” 


| wasn’t surprised; bio-tinkering was a definite taboo on Bet, thanks 
to monsters like Bonesaw and Nilbog. It seemed Dinah had no 
desire to start transgressing against nature already. 

“Sounds like fun,” | said. “Don’t blow yourself up, okay?” 

“No promises!” 

2X SSX SSX ==> 


“Grassrunner Scholar,” Jenn said, not looking up from the Duel 
Monster cards she was sorting through. 


“You too?” 


“Dinah and | are teaming up!” she said proudly. 


| chuckled at her eagerness. “Same build?” 


“Yup. We’re gonna do science!” 


“I’m not gonna bother,” Bob said. He and Karl were wargaming 
again-and without my input, he was actually winning this time. The 
fact that they were scoring based on losses inflicted probably helped; 
Karl had a nasty habit of snatching victory conditions out from under 
our noses, often when we least expected it. Ender Wiggin would 
have approved. 


“Not at all?” | asked. 

“Nah. I’ve seen enough so-called ‘generic fantasy’ settings. It’s just 
‘home’ but... wrong.” Bob shrugged and turned his attention back to 
the board. “Maybe if there was a war going on...” 

Because war Is all fun and games when you can't actually die, isn’t 
it? | thought... perhaps uncharitably. Bob had enjoyed war long 
before he’d had a safety net. 

“The perks aren't that great, either,” Karl added. 


“You're sitting out too?” | asked, unsure whether that surprised me or 
not. 


“Yeah.” He glanced up at me and grinned. “Once you've seen a 
couple dozen Jumps, you get a bit more picky about your 
adventures.” 

“| Suppose you would,” | agreed neutrally. 


“What do you mean, | would?” 


| opened my mouth to clarify that I’d meant the impersonal you, but- 


“| think she just called you ‘old’,” Bob told him, then ducked the dice 
Karl threw at his face. 


“I’m not sure,” Tess said, eyes glued to her current project-soldering 
chips onto a circuit board. “I’m still a little bitter about the whole ‘no 
dragon for you’ thing.” 


“That’s fair,” | said. “It does seem to be a deliberate tweak of the 
nose.” 


“Exactly. I’m less bothered by the actual denial than | am the ill 
intent. Is that strange?” 


“No-or if it is, we’re both strange. I’m very familiar with that feeling.” 
Tess nodded to herself, still focused on her work. “To answer the 
question, I’m probably not going in as a Grassrunner or Scholar, 
but beyond that, | haven’t decided.” 

“Well, I’m sure you'll figure it out.” 

“Thanks for the confidence.” 

“Anytime,” | replied. “Later, Tess.” 


“Later, Cass.” 


| turned to go, then doubled back to ask, “Why are you soldering 
things by hand?” 


“Because I’d never done it before,” she said, a wide smile on her 
face at the reminder. 


Zion said nothing. 


“He’s going in as a Human Drop-In,” Max said, glancing at where 
the avatar was currently staring at a potted plant in the hotel lobby, 
just as he’d been doing for the past three years. “I know we’d 
intended to give him memories to help him adjust, but given the 
current choices, | think Drop-In is safest.” 


“| heard,” | said. “What’s he getting?” 


Max started counting on his fingers. “He’s got Blending In and 
Skilled But Not Talented from the Human racial options to help him 
adapt to living like us. Formations is free, but | don’t know if it’ll do 
him any good. Train Me might help his ‘human education’, and if 
even if it doesn’t, it'll be useful in the future. For the last 200 points, | 
was considering getting him the Fairy Village, since | thought an ant 
farm might be nice for him.” 


“Plus it gives you a good way to measure his empathy and altruism,” 
| added. 


“Yeah... | was hoping people wouldn't notice that bit.” Max sighed. 
“Ulterior motives aside, I’m not sure it’s a good idea to drop that sort 
of responsibility on him before he has a Say in things. I’m still 
thinking about it.” 


“What about yourself?” | asked. “Dragon?” 
“Still thinking about that, too.” 
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“Human Thief,” Zero said, swinging down into my field of view 
without warning. 


“Wha?” | asked dumbly, looking up at her in confusion. She was 
hanging upside-down from the tree I'd been passing under during my 
walk around the park, knees hooked over a branch overhead. “Sorry, 
what was that?” 


“You've been going around asking everyone about their build!” she 
said. “I’m going in as a Human Thief!” 


“You're actually importing?” 

“Hell yes!” Zero kicked off the branch-despite her perch making that 
physically impossible-and landed easily in front of me as she 
explained, “Examine is just too cool to pass up.” 


“Homura said the same thing,” | said mildly, still distracted by the 
logic-defying maneuver. 


“She’s a sharp one. You take it, too?” 

“Yeah, she talked me into it.” | sighed. “It’s expensive, though.” 
“Depends on what you want,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve already got 
enough perks that most of the other stuff's redundant, so the price 
isn’t a problem for me.” 

“What else are you taking?” 

“Picnic Basket, Piercing Edge, and Seeking Sword. | almost went 
Drop-In so | wouldn’t have to deal with the baggage of having a 
whole ‘life’, but | also want the weapons, so I'll make do.” 


“The weapons would cost the same if you went Drop-In,” | pointed 
out. 


“Yeah, but | want the Thief freebie. All | want is to wander around 
Examining monsters for a decade...” 


“... and the Picnic Basket is the perfect accessory for a wandering 
lifestyle,” | finished. 


“Exactly,” she said, shooting me a thumbs up. “I wish I’d grabbed the 
Portable Campsite from Generic Fantasy RPG; then I'd be all set.” 


“Want to borrow mine?” 


Zero grinned, then darted in and pecked me on the cheek. “You're a 
peach, Cass! Thanks a bunch!” And then she was off, running along 
the path back towards the town at a pace | couldn’t have matched as 
a superhero. 


| rubbed my face idly as | watched her go, wondering if I’d just been 
had. 
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Chapter 64: Setting the Stage 


Where have | ended up now? 


| blinked a couple times, feeling as though | was coming out of a 
stupor, and took a look around. | was currently sitting in a finely 
upholstered carriage of some sort; what little wood was visible under 
the plush fabrics was some sort of rich dark wood. The other 
occupant was a bald older man in heavy plate armor, his helmet 
resting on his lap. That would be Captain Rupert, the man currently 
in charge of my guard. 


I? | was Princess Lina; twelve years old (had | gotten lucky, or was 
Management actually worried about that shin-kicking threat?) and 
next in line for the throne of Wyndia. So much for being ‘minor and 
unimportant’. Management had probably laughed their ass off when 
they saw my build... hell, they’d probably laughed their ass off in real 
time. It would explain why they’d railroaded me into the younger age 
bracket. 


That covered who | was. As for where | was and what | was doing, | 
was currently traveling across Wyndia on my way to seek out an 
apprenticeship in magic, since I’d long since exhausted my 
beleaguered tutors in the capital. One of the guards who had 
recently returned from a post in the west had spoken of a skilled 
wizard in the area, and | had insisted | be allowed to seek him out. 


Father-the King-had stubbornly refused to allow me to go... until my 
‘enthusiasm’ had gotten the better of me. The results of that mess 
had gotten me bundled off in a hurry. It’s not like I’d hurt anyone! | 


made sure to seek out an empty part of the castle, and walls can’t be 
that expensive to replace, right? They were just rock. 


No, actually, they were very expensive to replace, my older self 
informed me. It was pure luck no one had been on the other side of 
the ones I’d blown down, as well. Damn, now | was feeling terribly 
embarrassed for being foolish enough to experiment with black 
magic inside the castle. 


| was twelve, | reminded myself, properly twelve, without all this extra 
experience. | would forgive another kid the same thing, so | had to 
give past-me the same benefit. Even if ‘past-me’ was barely a week 
ago. Or fifty years’ experience ago, subjectively. 


Speaking of ‘time’ and ‘experience’: if this world ran on a reasonable 
timescale for ‘training’-not a guarantee, since Star Trek had 
demonstrated how hard it was to predict how tropes could warp 
logic-then I’d probably miss most of the pre-time-skip plot. | didn’t 
mind too much; | wasn’t sure how much | wanted to interact with the 
canon party anyway. Being Nina’s sister meant | was going to have 
to face the problem sooner or later, but | was fine with ‘later’. 
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Reviewing my memories over the next few minutes informed me that 
the world ran on reasonable timescales for trave/. The wagon we 
were in was comfortable, but terribly slow; it had taken us three days 
to reach the mountain that marked the border between Central 
Wyndia and the hinterland province of Yraall, and another two to 
cross said mountain; the road went straight over the thing for some 
reason. 


Lina had already been growing impatient with the pace, and that 
frustration combined with Cass’s simple desire to see the world 
before | spent the next who-knows-how-long apprenticed to a 
wizardly hermit led me to an action that would end up defining the 
next several years of my life. 


| cleared my throat. “How close are we to McNeil Village, Captain?” 


“We'll be passing the village shortly before noon, Princess,” Rupert 
replied promptly. 


“| would like to visit the village before we pass.” 


Rupert’s brow lowered in an expression | recognized far too well as 
that of a beleaguered babysitter. “Are you sure, Princess? If you are 
tired, |am sure the Mayor could provide more comfortable 
arrangements.” 


“Perhaps, but | wish to see the village all the same.” Lina’s voice 
took over as | continued, “I rarely have an excuse to leave the 
capital, and would like to meet the people here.” 


| could see Rupert was planning to argue, so | added, “I am sure you 
and your men are more than a match for anyone who may mean me 
harm.” He was in charge of the full dozen Knights Father had sent 
with me. I’d have said it was overkill, but there were monsters 
everywhere; we’d been forced to stop several times over the past 
five days while they cleared the road ahead. 


“Yes, your highness,” he said reluctantly, before turning and opening 
the slit behind his head to talk to the driver. | paid no mind to their 
conversation, distracted by trying and failing to scratch an itch 
behind my shoulder blades. My wings would be coming in soon. 


Sure enough, | felt the wagon turn off the road towards the village 
shortly before noon, and about an hour later, Rupert stood and 
opened the door, hopping down to the ground and extending the 
step. | took a moment to ensure my dress and hair had not been put 
out of place by the hours of travel, then took Rupert’s offered hand 
and stepped down into the center of McNeil Village. 


It was a quaint little place, all wooden walls and thatched roofs-much 
larger than the village shown in the game, which had only the bare 
minimum number of buildings to visually communicate its village- 


ness. We'd stopped somewhere near the middle, which made it hard 
to get a sense of the layout, but | could clearly see signs advertising 
a general store, an apothecary, and an inn. 


It was also deserted, except for the few brave souls who dared peer 
at us through curtains or cracked doors. | could call out a greeting, 
or... NO, announcing myself wasn’t the way | wanted to start this little 
tour. With Rupert in tow, | walked over towards the general store, 
only for the inhabitants to shutter their windows at my approach. The 
apothecary did the same. | was a small girl in a lacy dress and 
bow... with seven towering men in heavy plate trailing after me. Of 
course people were going to run and hide. 


I'd wanted to see the village, but it seemed the village didn’t want to 
see me. | should really pack up and continue on my way; leave 
McNeil alone until the protagonists stumbled into the Mayor’s corrupt 
schemes... 


Or | could do something about those schemes myself. It was my duty 
as a member of the royal family to ensure that the appointed rulers 
were fulfilling their duties honorably, was it not? All | needed was a 
reason to know about those schemes, and I'd be off. 


“lam going to the inn,” | told Rupert quietly. “It has the best chance 
to not turn me away, and | want to speak to at least one of the 
villagers. You may accompany me, but leave the rest with the 
wagon. You’re more than intimidating enough on your own.” 


The captain huffed at my mention of his being ‘intimidating’; he knew 
it was a complaint, not a compliment. | was a little surprised he didn’t 
argue. Apparently, as long as | wasn’t going to do anything as 
undignified as purchase a room like a commoner, he wouldn’t stoop 
to arguing with me in public. 


The inn, like the village itself, was larger than it had been rendered. 
The matronly woman behind the desk may have been scared, but 
she headed over to greet us all the same. “Hello miss... my lady?” 
she corrected uncertainly, glancing from my fine clothing to the large, 


menacing knight behind me. “Many apologies, my lady, but we are 
humble farmers. I’m afraid our rooms are beneath you.” She followed 
her apology by bowing so deeply that her head nearly touched the 
floor. 


“You do not need to apologize, madam innkeeper,” | said, trying my 
best to sound friendly and non-frightening. “I am just passing 
through, and do not require your services.” 


The innkeeper relaxed slightly as she straightened, though she kept 
her gaze fixed on the floor in front of my feet. “Then how can | help 
you, my lady?” 


“| wished to speak to someone here, since | have never visited your 
town before,” | explained. “How is the town faring?” 


“It... it fares well,” she said nervously. | shot a glance at Rupert and 
nodded my head towards the door. He shook his head. | nodded 
more forcefully. He shook his head. | turned away from the innkeeper 
to look him in the eyes as best | could, resenting both the helmet and 
the fact that | was still more than a foot shorter than him. Finally, he 
bowed and retreated, perhaps because he knew the next step would 
have been a verbal rebuke. 


He left the door ajar in case | were suddenly ambushed by the 
threadbare rug. 


“Please, ma’am. You may speak freely.” | put on my best childlike 
smile, which was probably not as childlike as a twelve-year-old’s 
should be. “I am terribly curious about your town.” 


The innkeeper fidgeted nervously. “It... has been a lean year, my 
lady,” she said. “A hard year. The taxes left us little, and the 
monsters and thieves only made it worse.” She quailed at the 
expression on my face, but | wasn’t frowning at her. The monsters 
primarily included the Nue, and the thieves were our protagonists. 
Max had a plan there that | didn’t want to interfere with, so there 
wasn’t much to be done about that. But the taxes, perhaps... 


“Captain?” | said, fully aware that he’d be listening. 
“Yes, your highness?” he replied, opening the door at once. 


The poor innkeeper had gone white at the form of address, so | gave 
her an attempt at an ‘encouraging’ smile before turning to face him. 
“Has Mayor McNeil said anything on the state of the harvest?” 
Generally, the Knights wouldn’t be involved with the bureaucracy of 
taxation unless something went wrong, but Rupert had Father’s 
confidence in many things-my safety among them. 


“He reported a low harvest,” he said at once, “but nothing out of the 
ordinary.” 


| glanced back at the innkeeper. “Ma’am, was this year’s harvest 
worse than the year before?” 


“Yes, my-err, your highness,” she squeaked. “It was far worse. We 
are very sorry for our meager crops!” She bent double at the waist 
again, as though fearful of a reprimand for the fickleness of nature. 


Lina knew it would be inappropriate for me to protest her innocence 
and above her station to receive a formal acceptance of her apology, 
so | bit back my instinctive desire to sooth her worries. I’d played a 
little loose with the rules of feudal ranks before, but with my title out 
in the open, the poor woman would likely be less uncomfortable if | 
stuck to my role as someone so high above her as to be 
unreachable. At least she’d know how to react. 


“Captain... how were the taxes compared to last year?” 


“Almost the same, your highness,” he said immediately. “You believe 
something is amiss?” 


“You don’t?” 


Rupert paused, and for a moment | feared he would call the woman 
a liar to her face. “I will investigate,” he said crisply. “It should not be 


hard to determine the appropriate amount of tax the Mayor should 
have submitted to the capital.” 


That was exactly what | wanted to hear. | drew myself up as far as | 
could-which was still woefully short, given that | hadn’t hit my growth 
spurt yet-and announced, “Excellent idea, Captain. Perhaps we will 
visit the mansion after all.” 


| could tell from the way Rupert clanked up to me half an hour later 
that he hadn’t liked what he found. 


“Your suspicions were correct, your highness,” he said, taking off his 
helmet and actually letting me look at the scowl on his face. “If the 
villagers are being truthful... McNeil Village has overpaid on taxes 
this year by about one quarter.” 


“And the most likely reason for that?” | asked, wanting him to say it. 


“| believe,” he said slowly, “that this was most likely done to prevent 
the Kingdom from sending an inspector. Had he paid the proper 
amount... we would have sent someone to verify such a poor 
harvest.” 


“So it seems the McNeils are eager to avoid attention.” | turned away 
for a moment to look out at the village, before turning back to the 
Captain. “What of the prior harvests?” 


“We cannot get an accurate count, now,” he said. “I mean, | 
apologize, your highness, but we can only guess.” 


“Then | would have you guess, Captain.” 


It was his turn to look away, out at the fields to the south. “I believe... 
the previous years’ taxes were paid properly.” 


“But?” 


“But, if the townsfolk are being truthful... they were not collected 
properly, then or now. It seems he taxes them without regard to the 
harvest, and keeps the difference.” 


“So the good Mayor has been embezzling... and was willing to 
exaggerate the amount he owed this year to avoid anyone asking 
questions.” | nodded to myself. “We should go to the mansion and 
inspect his ledgers immediately.” 


“Respectfully, your highness,” Captain Rupert said, returning his 
attention to me, “my duty is to escort you to the magus of Dauna 
Hills. | can send a pair of men back to the capital to report the 
offense; the King will send someone to take care of it.” He put his 
helmet back on-the act suggesting that he had taken that course of 
action as a given, and was only waiting for confirmation before doing 
exactly that. 


Normally, | would have jumped at the opportunity to reduce my 
escort by even a single guard, so Rupert doubtlessly expected 
immediate agreement. | wanted to be involved, however, so | shook 
my head. “I must see this through to its conclusion, Captain. 
Besides, our presence will have been noted; | will not give the Mayor 
time to correct or destroy his records.” | had a great deal of practice 
reading the Captain’s body language even through his all- 
encompassing platemail, so it was obvious he was trying to finda 
way to argue without ever directly contradicting me. | decided to offer 
a compromise. “I am not a practiced inspector, so | will follow your 
judgment on the investigation itself, but | will not be satisfied until | 
see the matter resolved.” 


“Very well, your highness,” he relented. “Your wagon is waiting.” | 
nodded primly and climbed back aboard, seating myself on the plush 
velvet bench. Rupert paused to exchange a few words with the 
driver before he climbed in and pulled the door shut, took up his seat 
across from me, and knocked twice on the hatch to the driver’s seat. 
The ride was smooth, despite the poor road; some magic of the 
wagon, perhaps, or just Suspension. 


| spent the ride reviewing what | knew of the world, now that | was in 
it as a person rather than just watching the game. The literacy rate 
was extremely high for the societal level, with even the poorest 
peasants able to read and write. The feudal system was largely 
unremarkable, with local appointed officials collecting taxes by royal 
decree and sending the food and money along to the capital. The 
King then spent that money on soldiers (and Knights) to defend the 
towns and cities from the omnipresent monsters, and they dida 
damn good job if | do say so myself. Traveling the roads was 
extremely dangerous, but a peasant farmer could go their entire life 
without seeing a monster if they stayed on their land. 


Of course, McNeil was so stingy that he wasn't willing to spend 
money on quality. The guards he hired were layabouts, unwilling or 
unable to properly keep the monsters away from the fields and town. 
Which brought me to my current mission: where did all the money 
go? Syn City, probably... which was pronounced “Sine City”, so at 
least it wasn’t blatantly a hive of scum and villainy. 


“Rupert,” | said, using his name now that we were privately 
sequestered in the wagon. “How should we approach McNeil? If we 
demand to see his ledgers and cannot find proof of wrongdoing, he 
will surely complain to the King.” 


“You seemed quite certain he was guilty,” the Captain said. 


“We seemed quite certain,” | corrected him. “But we cannot assume 
he has not covered his tracks.” 


We spent a few moments in silence before Rupert spoke again. “He 
will invite us in. If you make polite conversation about the state of the 
village and the manor... complement his decorations and taste... he 
may reveal something if you stroke his ego. | will send some of our 
men to investigate quietly while he entertains you.” 


So | will be the distraction. | nodded. “You should query the 
guardsmen around the estate. If the Mayor is as corrupt as | think, 
they are unlikely to be particularly loyal.” 


“Really?” he asked. “Wouldn't they be in on his embezzling?” 


“Perhaps,” | allowed, “but | don’t think so. That would require sharing 
his wealth and secrets with too many people... if he is greedy 
enough to steal from his people, he is likely stingy with their pay.” 


“You would know his mind better than me,” he said neutrally. / doubt 
it, but if you insist, | will try, was the message. That was one of the 
reasons Father liked Rupert: his ability to mouth off to people while 
sounding like a sycophant to anyone who may overhear. 


“From the way the innkeeper spoke, they have not been doing a 
good job of keeping the town safe.” 


“True enough.” 


The mansion was about an hour’s ride from the town, so it was still 
mid-afternoon when we arrived. | made a mental note to leave 
before sunset; the detour had already put us behind schedule, and 
the place was haunted as shit. Damn, my internal monologue was 
weird; it flew back and forth between ‘Prim and Proper Princess’ and 
‘Foulmouthed New-Englander’ at a moments notice. Oh, well, as 
long as my speech wasn't affected, it didn’t matter too much. 


| did need to resist the very un-princess-like urge to stick my head 
out the window as we approached, but that was Lina, Kasey, and 
Cassandra-and | did resist it, thank you very much. 


Once again, Rupert hopped out and helped me down, giving me my 
first glimpse of the mansion. Holy fuck the place was huge. Or, 
switching mental gears, the mansion was extravagant in the 
extreme, a monstrous construction with wings jutting every which 
way at seeming random. | was willing to allow that the manor may 
have had an architectural style at some point, but whatever it may 
have been had been swallowed by additions and expansions until all 
that was left was sheer size. The individual parts had their aesthetic 
merits, some sporting flying buttresses, elegant columns, or 


beautifully carved stone facades, but as a whole it was an ugly, 
jumbled mess of conflicting design. And, | repeat, haunted as shit. 


McNeil had come out to greet us at the steps up to the front door, 
perhaps hoping we wouldn't want to actually set foot inside his 
gargantuan fun-house of horror. He was even more odious in 
person, an overfed butterball of a man, sweating profusely under his 
fine woolens. “P-princess Lina!” he said, stuttering only slightly at his 
nervousness. “What a delightful surprise! To what do we owe the 
honor?” 


“| was passing through on my way to Dauna, and wished to see your 
manor while | passed. | rarely have the opportunity to leave the 
capital.” That was certainly true, and if McNeil paid any attention to 
the royal family at all, he’d likely have heard of my propensity for... 
adventure. “Your mansion is certainly... grand in scale.” 


“This house has been passed down through my family for 
generations!” the Mayor said proudly. He turned to regard the 
hideous structure, waving his arms at its vast bulk. “Each of my 
ancestors has left their mark on our family home, adding their own 
history and personal touch.” With no regard whatsoever for style or 
sense, | thought to myself. With the Mayor facing away from me, | 
checked the state of my guard; five men surrounded the wagon, the 
driver still at his post. With Rupert besides me, that left six of his men 
free to investigate the guards outside. The plan seemed to be going 
well enough, but | wanted to get Rupert inside, where he could work 
on the serving staff for access to the ledgers themselves. 


“The inside must surely be equally beautiful,” | said. As in, not at all. 


McNeil started slightly, turning back to me with a pensive expressive. 
“| am sure it is nothing compared to the glory of Wyndia itself,” he 
said, sweating more intensely. 


“| have never seen its like in the capital,” | said. Father would have it 
torn down overnight, if anyone had the poor sense to pollute our city 
with such a thing. “I can only imagine how the interior must look.” 


He got the hint immediately, and his sweating only intensified further. 
Was he concerned that | was after his ledgers, or afraid that | would 
discover that the place was haunted? “Err...” he stammered, visibly 
resisting the urge to do something so unbecoming as mopping his 
glistening brow in front of the Crown Princess. “I... | Suppose you 
would like to see it?” Please say no, his face said. 


“| would be delighted!” | replied with all the childish joy | could fit into 
the phrase. 


McNeil did an admirable job of concealing his dismay, although his 
sweat was beginning to stain his clothes by now, and led us up the 
steps in his home. Three more of my guards joined us, though they 
and Captain Rupert quietly slipped away while McNeil was busy 
worrying about me. “I... | am honored that you... consider my home 
worthy of a visit!” he said as he led me through the massive foyer. “It 
has taken generations to grow to such a... a glorious state.” 


‘Glorious’ was overstating things. | would admit the interior was... 
less offensive, but it was still somewhat tasteless and more than a 
little reminiscent of the Winchester Mystery House. 


“lam sure it has. Your family has ruled this town since its inception. It 
even bears your name.” | followed him up the stairs, then 
deliberately ignored him and began wandering, forcing him to hurry 
after me. It didn’t take me long to hit a door that wouldn't open. “Why 
is the door boarded shut?” 


The Mayor guided me away as quickly as he could manage. “You 
see, ah... the manor is so large... ah, not that it is too large, of 
course, but... the construction... yes, the manor is under 
construction.” He nodded, as though trying to convince himself. Oh 
my god, people in JRPGs suck at lying. 


“You are adding your own...” what were his words again? “... 
personal touch?” 


“Err, yes, quite!” he said quickly, hurrying me along into a long 
hallway. 


“What will your touch be?” | asked innocently. “What are you adding 
to your family history?” 


“Ah...” McNeil gave up and mopped his brow with his sleeve, 
dampening the fabric considerably. “Why... | Suppose... just... my 
own touch.” 


“Of course.” | give him a moment to relax, turning away to look at the 
rest of the hall, before returning my attention to the man himself. 
“How fares the town?” 


“Ah, uh... it fares... fairly.” The sweat was streaming down his face, 
now. “It... grows crops?” 


“And the villagers?” 


“They... uh... they farm? That is, the farmers farm. The other 
villagers... village?” 


| frowned. | had expected more of a blowhard, not the simpering idiot 
| was faced with. Why was he so damn nervous? Was it simply a 
guilty conscience? Nothing spooky had manifested thus far, so that 
probably wasn’t the problem. 


A pounding at the front door interrupted my musing, and would soon 
provide an answer to my question. “McNeil!” someone yelled. 
“What's with the extra goons? You best not be planning anything the 
boss wouldn't like!” 


| raced back over to the balcony overlooking the foyer and... oh, for 
the love of God. Balio and Sunder-the goddamn recurring miniboss 
squad-had just walked in. The two horsemen-anthropomorphic 
unicorns, really-were carrying the bodies of the guards we’d left with 
the wagon over their shoulders. Please be unconscious, | prayed; if 
my meddling had already gotten people killed, | wasn’t sure how | 


would cope. | was relieved to see them stir fitfully when they were 
dumped onto the tasteless purple rug. 


“Hey!” one of the brothers, the brown one, yelled. “Who's the kid?” 
“Uh,” McNeil stammered, “Uh, that is...” 


“It’s the Princess!” the white horseman yelled. | really needed to 
learn which was which. “Princess what’s her name!” 


“McNeil sold us out!” 


“No, no! | would never!” the Mayor yelled. “I didn’t! She was... she 
was just passing through!” 


The Horse Brothers exchanged a glance. “So we beat up her 
guards?” the brown one asked. 


“Say, bro, since we already got her guards...” the white brother 
turned back and leered up at me. “... why not grab the Princess, 
too?” 


“Don’t you dare!” | yelled, putting every bit of command | could 
muster into my voice. I’d left my staff in the wagon, but | could still 
manage quite a bit of damage without it. Not enough to blow through 
a wall, but certainly enough to summon the rest of my guard. “Take 
one step forward, and I'll start casting! Every guard in the building 
will come running!” 


The two horsemen hesitated, glancing at each other. | started to cast 
anyway, Charging up a nice big explosion that would bring everyone 
running and wreck the staircase in McNeil’s foyer, leaving the two 
goons without a way up to me. And perhaps that was my mistake, 
because with my attention firmly on my spell, McNeil finally did 
something assertive: he shoved me over the balcony. | was too 
surprised to scream before | hit the floor. 


2X SSX S==X-- 


God damn tt. 


| woke up with a pounding headache. It took me a moment to make 
sense of the world; | was in a cage-because | guess Balio and 
Sunder just keep them on hand in case of spontaneous kidnapping 
Opportunities? They certainly always seem to have one ready to go- 
which had been wrapped in a cloth, obscuring my vision. | couldn’t 
see out, but from the rocking motion and the smell, | guessed that 
one of them was carrying me on his back. At least | was otherwise 
uninjured, because the tropes of the world declared that one could 
be knocked unconscious without suffering any physical harm. | tried 
to move my arms to my head anyway, because | had landed on tt, 
but they were bound to my sides with a length of thick rope. Well, 
this was just undignified! 


| could probably kiss my apprenticeship goodbye, as well, because 
there was no chance I'd be leaving the castle again after something 
like this. Mother had already disapproved of the journey, feeling that | 
was neglecting my duties at home; now that I’d managed to get 
myself kidnapped, she wouldn't let me out of her sight. 


“Sir,” | said, still acting the proper princess, even in distress. “To 
whom do | owe thanks for my transportation?” 


The rocking stopped. “Uh... my name’s Sunder,” the one carrying me 
said, letting me at least put a name to a voice. 


“Sunder, bro!” the other horseman yelled from somewhere ahead. 
“What are you doing?” 


“Just talking, bro!” 
“To who?” 
“The princess!” 


“Don’t waste your breath, bro! She’s just gonna start whining for her 
Daddy!” 


“A princess does not whine,” | whined. They ignored me, and the 
journey continued. 


What did | have to work with? | could repeat my ‘magic trick’ from the 
palace and just blow the side of the cage clean off, but the in-context 
power was probably the worst option. Even if | could get my hands 
free to cast, | risked hurting myself in the cramped space. | could try 
to break the cage with raw strength, since | still had ‘the strength of 
ten men’ from Generic Fantasy RPG... but if that was the strength of 
ten little girls, even this shoddy piece of junk might hold. | hadn’t 
managed to break the ropes thus far, which boded ill for my ability to 
do anything with physical strength. And getting out of the cage was 
only the start of my problems, because Balio and Sunder were still 
here, maybe alone, maybe with friends. My bangles and magic staff- 
more of a wand, given my current size-were in my luggage, stored 
on the wagon. Wait, my luggage! “Did you take my luggage?” | 
asked. 


“What luggage?” Sunder asked. 
“My luggage from the wagon... it had all my jewelry.” 


The rocking stopped again. “Hey, bro!” he yelled. “Did we search the 
wagon?” 


“Why would we search a wagon?” Balio asked. 
“The princess had all her jewelry in her luggage!” 


“She's trying to trick you, bro!” he said. “If we go back now, they'll be 
able to find us, easy!” 


“Ah, right! You’re smart, bro!” 
“Course | am. Let’s go, bro!” 


God fucking damn it. 


Sunder finally removed the cloth after hours of extremely 
uncomfortable jostling, revealing a small clearing dominated by a 
single tent. The sun had already set, leaving the embers of the 
campfire the brightest light around. “Sleep well, Princess,” Balio-the 
white one-said. “We'll be on the road to Syn City early tomorrow.” 
There was something odd about the way he’d said the name, but | 
didn’t have time to waste dwelling on it. 


They immediately headed into the tent, leaving me outside, alone 
and unsupervised, like idiots. Ah, JRPG tropes. This would clearly be 
the bit where | escape. After they fall asleep... which didn’t take long 
at all, from the sounds of snoring that were already coming from the 
tent. 


| gave it another two minutes before | started trying to escape in 
earnest. The cage was a piece of crap, the most egregious flaw 
being the presence of a sharp metal bit sticking out from a badly 
welded bar. | quickly got to work sawing through the ropes... only for 
the cage to give first, spilling me out onto the ground with a crash. 
The snoring stopped... then started up again, even louder than 
before. JRPG tropes, natch. 


| was still bound... but Il’d managed to fray the rope enough to give 
me some wiggle room, and Tools of the Trade were potential items 
rather than ones I’d need to equip. One small pocketknife and a bit 
of work later, | grabbed the ropes from around my ankles and tossed 
them back into the empty cage. Okay, that was easy enough. Now | 
could escape into the forest! 


The massive, monster-infested forest. In the middle of the night. 
Without a weapon, because the two idiots currently snoring away in 
the tent hadn’t thought to loot the obviously expensive wagon 
guarded by two men in full plate. Idiots! If they had two braincells to 
rub together between them, | could be making my escape with a full 
set of gear, a map, the portable campsite-no, scratch the campsite, 
I’d loaned that out. But | could have had the rest of it, at least! 


Instead, | had... a large stick | found at the edge of the clearing, 
thanks to the dim light given off the coals. 


This was going to suck. 
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This sucked! 


Fuck fuck fuck fuck! Only my governess’s insistence on proper 
decorum kept me from cursing out loud as | fled through the 
underbrush. 


It was bad enough that I’d had no way to know where I'd started 
except that it was less than half a day’s travel from McNeil’s 
mansion. I'd started to follow the trail they’d left in the underbrush, 
hoping it would lead me to a road, but | hadn’t made it fifty feet from 
the camp before I’d had my first random encounter: a pair of rippers, 
freakish turkey-sized toothy parrots with beaks as large as their 
whole bodies. 


l’d spent the last few minutes trying to lose them in the darkness 
rather than stand and fight, because the last thing | wanted was for 
my idiot kidnappers to wake up from the noise and notice | was 
gone, but the damn birds did not fucking quit. | was getting tired; 
Martial Training or not, | was twelve, with a twelve-year-old’s strength 
and stamina. Sooner or later I’d have to stop and risk the fight. 


The decision was made for me when one of the rippers managed to 
dive-bomb me, slamming its hideously oversized face into my back 
and sending me tumbling through branches and brambles, twigs 
shredding my dress and tearing at my hair. The second ripper took 
the opportunity to go straight for the throat; I’d held on to my stick, 
and managed to get it in front of me before | lost my head, but the 
fucking bird simply bit straight through it and almost got a few fingers 
as well. 


At least the fact that the damn thing was currently choking on wood 
splinters gave me a moment to act. | raised my hands, the familiar 
glow of magic filling me as a swirling orb appeared between them. | 
let it build, power swelling until | couldn’t manage any more, and then 
let it loose. Hopefully, I’d made it far enough that | wouldn't 
immediately summon my kidnappers, but even that was preferable to 
dying on the first fucking day. 


I'd not yet found a school of magic | didn’t excel in-thanks, Magical 
Powerhouse-but | did have my favorites. As a member of the Wing 
Clan, was it any wonder | had a fondness for storm-based magic? 


Cyclone. 


The glowing sphere in my hands surged forth, turning into a swirling 
vortex of air that tore the gagging bird apart into motes of light, as 
well as the tree behind it. | leapt to my feet and whooped in triumph, 
then screamed as the second ripper raked my back with his claws. 
Stupid! How had | forgotten that there were two rippers after me? | 
Summoned up a second Cyclone and shredded that one as well, 
then staggered over to the nearest tree to catch my breath. 


Before long, the throbbing pain from my back demanded my 
attention. Experimentally changing forms told me three things: one, | 
wasn't any less tired as an adult; two, injuries persisted across alt- 
forms; and three, changing into noticeably older alt-form while | was 
still adjusting to my new life was weird and distracting. With a sigh, | 
changed back to Lina and carefully cast a healing spell, not wanting 
to risk a miscast when my skin was literally on the line. 


The spell stopped the pain and bleeding, but only wore me out more. 
Damn it, | didn’t have my watch, or even my Map and Journal! Stupid 
items-aren’t-equipped-by-default rule! No, | had no one to blame but 
myself; | should have known that would happen from the previous 
jumps, but I’d forgotten. 


| shook myself out of my stupor, picked up another, thicker stick from 
the tree I'd accidentally wood-chippered, and headed off again. The 


guards would be looking for me, so staying still was tempting; at 
least | wouldn't be heading deeper into the woods. On the other 
hand, my kidnappers would be looking for me as well, the moment 
they noticed | was gone. | was pretty sure I’d been running ina 
roughly straight line, so as long as | kept heading that way | would at 
least be putting more forest between myself and the horsemen. 


The next ripper to pop up ate another cyclone; the goos, | found | 
could simply out-pace. The forest canopy blocked my view of the 
sky, so | couldn’t judge how long I'd been walking, or the direction | 
was walking in. | went from holding the stick at the ready, to carrying 
it over one shoulder, to leaning on it like a walking stick. My dress 
was torn and stained with my own blood, and I'd lost my hair ribbon 
at some point, probably during the scuffle. Cyclone! | missed, but the 
ripper fled anyway. | let it go; | had neither the inclination nor energy 
to kill every monster | came across. 


The sky lightened so gradually | didn’t realize it was day until a 
sunbeam hit me in the face through a gap in the tree cover. | blinked, 
holding up my hand to shield myself from the bright light to my right. 
Well, now | had a compass direction. If the sun rose in the east, then 
the way I'd been walking was... north. North! If | was in the Cedar 
Woods, as | suspected, then I'd been traveling deeper into the forest 
for an entire night. That was... unfortunate. I’d been heading directly 
away from safety. 


What was the best course of action now? | could retrace my steps... 
and likely run right back into the pair of criminals | was fleeing. They 
wouldn’t recognize me if | kept the other form on, and maybe | could 
even charm my way into a meal... | hated that thought the moment | 
had it, and discarded it immediately. Of course, even being captured 
again would be better than starving to death or being eaten by 
monsters... but | wasn’t willing to give up yet. 


East or west, then? Wyndia was to the east, but there was a small 
chance-based mostly on how far Sunder had carried me, as | didn’t 
expect I’d made that much distance on my own-that heading due 
east would take me north of the city entirely. More pressingly, it was 


a long distance to travel on foot through rough terrain; we’d spent 
nearly a week on well-worn roads to get this far, and since Balio had 
said we’d been bound for Syn City, which was in the opposite 
direction, we'd likely traveled even farther after my abduction. West 
would thus get me out of the forest much faster, and once | reached 
Dauna River, | could follow it south back to the road. 


West it was, then. | put the sun at my back and traveled on, trying to 
ignore the ache in my stomach. There would be plenty of food for me 
when | made it back to safety. Another ripper appeared, but throwing 
a rock at it was enough to convince it | wasn’t worth pursuing. | 
shouldn’t have been wasting magic on lone monsters; it was only in 
packs that they were brave or foolish enough to not take a hint. 


| tripped over a root and didn’t get back up. Stupid. | should have 
stopped while | had energy to make a fire and gather some food. Not 
that there was much food to be had, but if | fell asleep now, | likely 
wouldn’t wake for eight hours, and then I’d have been without food 
for almost an entire day. Being weak from hunger would make it 
even harder to survive, and without a fire, | couldn’t boil any water | 
managed to find, either. | groaned. | had the skills to survive in the 
woods, if I'd used them, but I'd been so concerned with getting away 
that I’d gotten myself into an even worse situation. | should have 
swapped into the older form just for the sake of decision-making. 


A rustling in the bushes to my right had me back on my feet ina 
hurry, adrenaline giving me a second wind | would surely pay for 
later. | leveled my staff-slash-walking stick at the noise, waiting. If | 
was in better shape, I’d be tempted to just start casting, but the last 
thing | wanted to do was waste my energy blasting apart a deer. 
Although... if | killed it without blasting it apart, maybe | could eat it? 


It wasn’t a deer: when the bushes finally parted, | found myself 
looking into the eyes of a tiger. A Woren, in fact-though his striped 
fur and feline face made the resemblance impossible to ignore- 
wearing a long, sleeveless green coat that flapped around his ankles 
and left his chest bare, ratty fingerless gloves, and brown pants 
tucked into gray foot-wraps. 


| blinked in surprise. “Rei?” 

The Woren cocked his head curiously. “Cass?” 
| laughed, then collapsed into Max’s arms. 
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Chapter 65: Call to Adventure 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 65: Call to Adventure 


Max had a picnic basket-the Picnic Basket, in fact-and when | 
awoke, hours later, I’d dug straight in. He’d told me his story while | 
ate, such as it was, and then it had been my turn. “... so that’s been 
my first twenty-four hours,” | finished. 


“Wow,” he said. “You really jumped in with both feet, didn’t you?” 


“Yeah...” | looked away guiltily. ld made a complete fool of myself. 
“So... you’re just hoping to run into Rei and Teepo if you roam 
around the woods enough?” Why did | ask... oh, parrot exposition. 
Even | was running on tropes this jump. 


He nodded. “More or less. | know where they live... but showing up 
on their doorstep sends the wrong message.” 


Rei and Teepo-two of the three main characters of the ‘prologue’, 
petty thieves who stole just enough food to get by from McNeil 
Village. Rei was a Woren, like Max-the only one seen in the game, to 
my knowledge. Teepo was a human kid as far as anyone (including 
he himself) Knew, but he was actually one of the Brood-a 
human/dragon shapeshifter like Ryu. The game implied he’d come to 
Cedar Woods from the mine the same way Ryu had, where he’d 
been adopted by Rei-again, the same way Ryu had. 


Max grinned, which looked a bit odd on his catlike face. “That’s one 
of the reasons | wasn’t being quiet. If Rei spots me... well... I’ll likely 
be the second Woren he’s ever met. He’d approach me for sure.” 


| nodded; it made sense. Still... “I’m surprised you didn’t go in as a 
dragon.” 


“Ah, yeah, about that...” Now Max looked away guiltily. “Il was 
arguing with Management, because it seemed like such a mean- 
Spirited tease to drag Tess out here and not let her be a dragon, and 
they finally relented and let her be one of the Brood as long as | 
didn’t take the race myself. Apparently they have a strict one-dragon 
limit.” 


“Huh. If Tess is Brood, is she going to end up with the other two 
kids?” It was hard to imagine Tess as a ten-year-old. 


“| have no idea. Guess we'll see, won’t we?” He chuckled nervously. 
“| Know you wanted to be a dragon...” 


“But | wouldn’t want to take it away from anyone else!” | insisted. 


“Good. Good!” Max relaxed, turning back to me. “I was worried there 
would be, you know, hard feelings, or whatever.” 


| shook my head. “No, no, it’s fine. Besides, once | actually thought 
about it, | realized | wasn’t sure how well I’d deal with something 
that... different. Wings should be plenty weird enough.” 

“It’s pretty easy if you have the memories to go with the body.” 


“So I’ve heard. Still, it's probably best to ease into these things. 
‘Human with wings’ is a safer start.” 


“Totally fair,” Max said. “I’m a little surprised you didn’t go Woren. 
Isn’t that the stereotype?” 


| stuck my hands on my hips. “Okay, now I’m a little upset.” 
“Really? Sorry.” 


“No, not really.” | rolled my eyes. “Il am surprised you made that joke 
at all.” 


“Hah. Well, as long as | didn’t put my foot in my mouth again, | 

suppose.” He threw his arms back in a stretch that was downright 
feline before flopping onto his back on the leaf-strewn forest floor. 
“Man, the Warehouse thing is a real drag in fantasy worlds. | can’t 
exactly go out and buy a stretch of forest to use as a portal point.” 


“It was a lot easier in the cities,” | agreed. “At least you can teleport.” 
“Yeah. Still a bother.” 


“What happened to all your property wealth this jump?” Max had 
gone Thief, unless | missed my guess. 


“| told Management to distribute it among you guys in the way that 
made the most sense... so | think you got all of it.” 


| laughed awkwardly. “Haha... maybe...” 
He sat back up. “Hey, Cass... err, what is your name this jump?” 
“Lina.” 


“Huh, that doesn’t follow your pattern at all... anyway, Lina, | have an 
idea...” | raised an eyebrow. “You’re missing, now, right? So, if | lead 
you over to Rei and Teepo’s house... they could ‘find’ you...” 


“And | would be their ticket to Wyndia?” | asked. He shot me a 
thumbs up. “I don’t know. Isn’t that the same sort of manipulative 
plotting that made me such a disaster in Worm?” 


“It’s the opposite,” he argued. “This is what you regret not doing, 
right? You’re stepping in to stop something terrible from happening 
to people.” 


“And creating a ‘less trauma-fueled adventure’?” 
“Exactly. Rather than the call to adventure being the old Doomed 


Hometown trope, it’s the opportunity to help someone-and help 
themselves in the process.” 


The gang’s hideout wasn’t exactly a ‘Hometown’, but the trope fit. 
Sometime in the spring, the gang would have decided to rob McNeil, 
and in doing so attract the ire of his ‘business partners’. The 
Syndicate would have sent a couple of enforcers-the idiots who’d 
captured me, in fact-to kill the trio and burn down their home, leaving 
Ryu orphaned again. Then he’d go to Wyndia to look for his friends, 
not willing to accept that they were very likely dead, where he’d meet 
Nina... all of which I'd derailed by my impulse, bullheaded visit. 


“I’m... not sure,” | said slowly. “It sounds good when you phrase it 
like that, but it’s still manipulative.” Not that | haven't gotten myself 
neck-deep already with that stunt at the village. 


“It is, in a way, but it’s also not. Usually, ‘manipulation’ means leaning 
on someone to do something they wouldn't; here, we’re giving them 
an opportunity to do something they want to do.” 


“Like the difference between ‘bait’ and ‘entrapment’.” 
“You're being very negative today.” 
“Fine. Assuming | were to go along with this... what’s the plan?” 


Max smiled like I'd already agreed. “Well, you’ll have to avoid the 
soldiers... you could claim you’re scared the Mayor controls them or 
something...” 


“Right back to manipulation,” | grumbled. That would be more or less 
the opposite of what I’d told Captain Rupert when we’d approached 
the manor: | doubted any of the guards were loyal to McNeil, even in 
the unlikely case Rupert hadn’t arrested-or simply executed-the 
corrupt Mayor following my disappearance. 


“Would you be so confident they weren’t if you didn’t have any extra 
knowledge?” 


! wouldn't be in this situation at all! But | was in it, now, so | conceded 
the point. “Fine... but even if | ignore that issue, given the genre, that 


seems like the sort of thing that’s going to get me ‘in the party’, so to 
speak, and I’m not sure | want to get that close to everyone.” 


He paused as he studied my face. “You’re still thinking about Worm.” 
“Of course | am.” 


Max stood up and walked around to sit down next to me before 
putting a fuzzy arm over my shoulders like an old friend sharing 
secrets. “You said | didn’t give you enough guidance before Worm, 
and you’re right, so get ready to be guided. The best advice | can 
give you is that you shouldn’t try to keep Cass and Lina separate. 
You're both. The less you worry about which is which, the more 
naturally-and honestly-you'll act. Just let Cass be ‘Lina’ and 
everything will be fine.” 


“But what about-” 


“People whose stories you know?” he finished for me. “That’s simple: 
you treat them as people. Don’t worry about what you know about 
their past or their future; just treat them respectfully in the moment, 
the way Lina would, and you won’t have anything to worry about. 
Remember your ‘answer’?” 


It took me a second to realize he was talking about our conversation 
shortly after we left Worm. “Right the wrongs in front of me, and help 
the people | consider friends,” | recited. “That’s it?" 


“That’s all there is to it. Besides, it’s not like you have the massive 
depth of intrusive knowledge you get from a long-running character- 
focused narrative, and you're already going to be ‘involved’ just by 
virtue of being in the family.” 


“Right.” | was a little nervous about being ‘in the family’, now that he 
mentioned it, but the same advice applied. Be Lina. Simple. 


Max smiled, then asked, “So... the plan?” 


“It’s an interesting idea,” | admitted. “Do you know if Ryu’s been 
released yet?” 


“No clue,” he said with a sigh. “Then there’s the Nue, and that’s after 
Ryu’s been asleep for who knows how long... how do you feel about 
camping for a few days?” 


“| don’t want to give Ru... err, the Captain of my guard more trouble 
than | have already... but | do like the idea...” | nodded, then 
frowned when a thought struck me. “Although | don’t want Ryu to 
notice me instead of Nina. That would be a mess.” 


Max shook his head. “I! wouldn’t worry about that too much. Judging 
by the nature of the eternal recurrence, they’re practically soul 
mates.” 


“Hmm... this would be so much more convenient if it had happened 
on my way back to the capital in spring.” 


“You're far too precocious for that,” he said with a grin. | scowled at 
him, which only amused him further. I’m sure | was an adorable little 
mess, at the moment, and | resented it immensely. 


“Well... | have the skills to survive in the wilderness,” | said. “Il made 
the mistake of exhausting myself before | had prepared any of the 
things | would need to survive, but now that I’ve recovered... | should 
be able to spend a few days in the woods.” 


Max nodded. “I'll come by with the picnic basket again-” 


“If | need it,” | insisted “It may be more... authentic if | really am 
forced to fend for myself.” 


“If you’re sure...” He stood up and collected the basket. “I should be 
able to find you again, even if you need to roam. I'll check up on you 
tomorrow, let you Know when the plot kicks off.” 


| stood up as well, nodding confidently. “It’s a plan.” 


“See you tomorrow, then.” Max turned to leave, but something 
occurred to him, and he turned back for a bit of parting advice. “Be 
careful, Lina. There wasn’t one in Three, but Nina’s sisters have a 
bad pattern of dying for the sake of drama.” He reached out and 
further rustled my hopelessly tangled hair. “Stay safe, all right?” 


“| only look twelve,” | grumbled. And make decisions like I’m twelve, 
apparently, a traitorous part of me whispered. My experience in 
Worm had given me a harsh lesson in how jump identities could 
affect me, so | could tell that this was at least partially Lina’s 
tweenage stubbornness in play. 


That didn’t mean | needed to override it, though. | was already a 
capable combat mage, and there was something to be said for 
practicing survival skills I’d never actually used. 


“Don’t worry,” | told him. “I’m not going to starve to death in one day!” 


It didn't even take one day for me to regret my bravado. Wilderness 
survival was hard. Wilderness survival during a famine in a forest full 
of monsters was much, much harder. | couldn’t even eat the 
monsters, since they disappeared into motes of light when killed. 


When Max came back the next day, | was sorely tempted to insist he 
lead me out of the woods immediately. Instead, | settled for having 
him lead me to a good fishing spot; I’d almost made it to the river, so 
the main challenge was finding somewhere the bank wasn't too high 
or steep. A bit of work with a whittling knife turned a branch into a 
passable fishing rod; Tools of the Trade provided the line, reel, and 
hook. It wasn’t exactly a reliable source of food in winter, but the 
occasional out-of-season trout meant that | was no longer starving. 


Asking Max to retrieve my magic watch would have made the entire 
experience much more bearable-even easy, since it reduced both 
food and sleep requirements to merely one tenth of normal-but at 
that point | might as well have just had him cater me with the Picnic 


Basket. It was silly, stubborn tweenage pride, but it wasn’t harming 
me, so | let it be. | was trying to ‘be Lina’, after all. 


Max stopped by to give me the go-ahead about an hour after noon 
on my fifth day in the woods, and we set out towards Rei’s house. 
Southwest-| had wandered very deep into the forest indeed. 


“Say, Ca-Lina,” Max corrected himself, “how would you feel about a 
moderate case of severe injury?” 


“That’s an oxymoron.” 


“It's a Portal reference, you philistine,” he shot back. “Anyway... | 
was thinking it would be a convenient icebreaker for me to show up 
carrying a wounded girl, looking for help...” 


Which would require me to let a bunch of monsters use me a chew 
toy for a bit. | was not enthused. “You’d need an explanation for why 
you didn’t head to the village instead,” | pointed out. “/ am a poor, 
lost little girl who doesn’t know her way around the woods. You are 
nowhere near disheveled enough to sell that.” 


“| could be.” 


| shook my head at his antics. “I’d rather not go out of my way to be 
injured.” 


“That's fair.” 
We walked on. 


“So they’ve killed the Nue already?” | asked, changing the topic to 
something more practical. 


“Yeah...” Max nodded. “Management dropped us in a little late. Ryu 
woke up a week before we arrived, then fell off the train and got 
adopted the same day. The boys going into town-and then getting 
run out of town-happened the day we got here-” 


“That would be the same day | got into town,” | pointed out. 


“Yup. Well, from there, the whole mess with Bunyan beating the trio 
senseless and putting them to work was the same day. They killed 
the Nue three days ago, got back the day before yesterday, and got 
the standing ovation in town yesterday-which was the last event in 
the prologue | didn’t want to interrupt.” 


He gave another catlike stretch, resting his hands on the back of his 
head, elbows out. “I was thinking about running into them during 
their trek up the mountain to hunt the Nue, but | didn’t want to be a 
distraction that got them injured... and on the way back, well...” Max 
shrugged. “They weren't in such high spirits, you know? | did make 
sure they came out all right, but they didn’t need my help, so | kept to 
the shadows.” 


“Any sign of Tess?” 
“Nope. She’s probably up in Dragnier.” 
“She’s going to miss the whole plot, then.” 


“Not if she can get the teleporter working,” he said. “That would save 
a lot of time in the late game... and skip a few adventures that might 
be worth having... we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Right, | 
think we’re close enough. You know the way from here?” 


“| can walk in a straight line, yes.” Being stuck in the woods for 
several days had made me snippy. Ah, well, best get it out of my 
system before | needed to start being diplomatic again. Max was 
inured to that sort of thing, and seemed to find it funny. 


“Great. Good luck!” He turned away and vanished into the forest 
within a few steps. | was impressed; he was incredibly stealthy when 
he wanted to be. Max was probably still shadowing me to keep an 
eye on things, but | had to take that on faith because there was no 
sign of him. 


| squared my shoulders and marched on. | still had my walking 
stick... | mean, my casting focus, which was good, because random 
encounters had never stopped being an annoyance. Any monsters 
too stupid to flee were blasted apart as | pressed on, trying to silence 
the worry that | had strayed from my course and missed the house. | 
was just about to stop and double back when | finally left the forest 
and stumbled into the clearing around the base of the odd little hill. 


Higher up the slope, | could see the wooden fence surrounding the 
house; the gang’s hideout was a cabin built into a massive, long- 
dead tree perched at the top of the mound. I’d approached from the 
east, however, so | still had to walk around the miniature mountain 
before | found the protagonists on the path up the south of the hill. 


Ryu and Teepo were actually on the hard-beaten path that passed 
for a road, sparring-or perhaps merely playing-with a pair of sticks 
that were approximately sword-sized. They were a few years 
younger than |, if | had to guess, which would make them right 
around Nina’s age of ten. Ryu had his trademark short blue hair, the 
stray ‘ahoge’ hair sticking straight up, while Teepo’s hair was purple 
and down to his waist. They wore similar sets of armor, each 
sporting a breastplate and pauldrons over rough-spun tunics and 
trousers; Teepo actually had a sword belted on in addition to his 
stick, while Ryu didn’t appear to be armed. Neither of them had 
noticed me; they were too focused on their stickmanship. 


Rei had been watching from the sidelines, but he had certainly 
noticed me, and seemed to be trying to decide if he should say 
something or just hope I’d wander away again. His vest and pants 
were purple, rather than the brown | associated with him-ah, right, 
he’d changed his style after the timeskip. Like Max’s new form, he 
looked like an anthropomorphic tiger: covered in black-striped yellow 
fur, the long blond hair on his head pulled back into a ponytail. His 
inhuman features made his age harder to judge. He was definitely 
older than | was, but probably not by much: sixteen or so if the fuzz 
wasn’t completely ruining my estimate. 


| cleared my throat. “Pardon me, sirs,” | said. “Il am very lost, and in 
need of assistance.” 


“You must be,” Rei said. “Who are you? You don't look like one of the 
villagers.” 


Ah, right, introductions. | drew myself up to my full, still unimpressive 
height. “Il am her highness, Crown Princess Lina of Wyndia.” 


Rei stared at me for a moment before laughing softly to himself, one 
hand nervously rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, doesn’t this just 
beat all? What’s a Princess doing lost in the woods?” 


“| was kidnapped,” | said. “| managed to escape while my captors 
were asleep, but | was chased into the woods by monsters and lost 
my way. I’ve been roaming the forest for several days.” 


“Days?” he asked. A quick glance at the state of my clothes and hair 
were all it took to confirm that part of the story. “Uh, well, Princess... 
how about we take you to the village? I’m sure the Mayor can-” 


“The Mayor is in league with the people who kidnapped me!” | 
yelped, shaking my head vigorously. “Please, sirs, if | could impose 
upon you...” | sent a meaningful glance at the two boys, who had 
stopped to listen to the conversation, sticks still in hand. Laying the 
manipulation on thick, aren’t we? | did my best to ignore the thought- 
| was helping, right? “If you could escort me to Wyndia... | am sure 
Father would be most grateful.” 


That got their attention. “Wyndia, Rei!” Teepo cried. “This is it! Our 
Opportunity to visit the city!” 


“| don’t know,” Rei said. “I mean... this is strange, isn’t it? What 
kind’a princess wanders about without any guards?” 


“Rei... !” the boy whined. “You’re always saying we’d go to Wyndia 
some day. Now’s our chance! It’s practically a royal invitation!” 


“A royal invitation,” Ryu whispered, eyes shining with wonder. 


Rei sighed, his reasonable but unfounded suspicion no match for the 
boys’ enthusiasm, then turned to face me and sketched a bow. “Well, 
your highness, it would seem that we, the bandits of Cedar Woods, 
are at your disposal.” 


“Don’t introduce us like that!” Teepo yelled. “You'll scare her off!” He 
tossed his stick aside and hurried forward. “We’re the heroes of 
Cedar Woods!” he said, shoving Rei out of the way. “I’m Teepo, 
that’s Rei, and that’s Ryu. Rescuing Princesses is hero work, right?” 
The other boy nodded eagerly, still clutching his practice weapon. 


| bowed. “Thank you very much, good heroes of Cedar Woods. | am 
in your care.” 


=2-XS=XS=X +--+ 


| stayed the rest of the day at the house, given that | was not in the 
best of health despite my efforts at woodsmanship. It also gave me a 
chance to wash myself and my clothes; Rei loaned me one of his 
shirts while | laundered and repaired my ruined dress as best | could. 
It occurred to me, when | went to hand it back, that it was likely the 
same shirt Ryu used as pajamas his first night. Why the perennially 
bare-chested Woren even had a shirt like this was a mystery; it was 
certainly too large for Teepo or Ryu. 


| also got to sleep in a bed for the first time since I’d arrived, which 
was just heavenly. All too soon, however, it was time to head back 
into the monster-infested wilds of Yraall. It wasn’t as bad as it had 
been on my own; as a mage, | cannot overstate how much easier it 
is to fight when you actually have a pair of meat-shields in front of 
you. 


Flare! 


Rei could take care of most things by himself, but | wasn’t going to 
Slack off just because | had someone to carry me. | may bea 


princess, but that didn’t mean | would lay around while others did all 
the work. The royal family had a job, and if that job allowed them to 
live in more comfort than anyone else, it was merely a perk of the 
intense responsibility we had to bear... 


Oh, look, | was a monarchist this jump. Why did that surprise me? 


Well, the royal family of Wyndia were no idle rich, and | had no 
intention of riding the coattails of my guide. As for the other two, Ryu 
‘flailed’ rather than ‘swung’ at the various creatures we fought; it was 
more effective than it ought to be considering he often did so with his 
eyes closed. Teepo, meanwhile, was quite content to watch the three 
of us handle the monsters who got in our way. | wasn’t sure if that 
was some echo of the game’s three-person party limit or just him 
being lazy. | kept expecting Max to wander out of the brush, now that 
he knew where we were and where we were going, but he never 
appeared, and if he was still shadowing us, | saw no sign of it. 


We crept around the village and farm, making sure to avoid the 
guards patrolling the area in force. Yraall Road was similarly 
crawling with guards, forcing us to push through the underbrush and 
slowing us down, so we camped out in the forest off the road that 
night. Rei pitched the tent-a large stretch of canvas he’d pulled from 
under one of the beds-while Ryu and Teepo gathered firewood. The 
boys had been fine allowing me to fight, but the three of them had 
unanimously agreed that it wouldn’t do for a princess to help out 
around camp, so | was left to twiddle my thumbs while they started 
the fire and cooked a few potatoes and onions Rei had found 
somewhere... or perhaps stolen, | didn’t ask. It wasn’t a great meal, 
but it filled my stomach better than water. Then we sat, watching the 
fire burn down to embers as the last traces of light left the western 
horizon. 


“Hey, princess,” Teepo said. “How’d you get so powerful at magic, 
anyway?” 


‘| cheated’, while true, was not the appropriate response here. “I am 
naturally skilled, | am told, and have had many tutors. In fact, | was 


traveling west to seek out a powerful wizard said to live in the Dauna 
Hills to further my training when | was abducted.” 


“Oh...” He shook his head. “I thought | was real good at magic... I’m 
loads better than Rei! But when | see you go... | worry I'd just slow 
you down.” 


“Is that why you haven't been fighting with us?” | asked. 


“Well, | can use a sword real good, too, but three people swinging 
swords is too many, right?” He sighed again. “And you don’t need 
any help with magic, so | thought if | watched you, | could learn how 
you cast so well!” Teepo paused, then asked, “Why are you so good 
at fighting, anyway? Shouldn't you have guards or something?” 


| nodded. “I was traveling with a group of soldiers, but when we let 
our guard down, Mayor McNeil had two thugs overpower me and 
whisked me away.” 


“The Mayor?” Ryu asked. 
“Yes, the Mayor,” | agreed. 
“Is that why we’re avoiding all the soldiers on the road?” Rei asked. 


| nodded. “It is. If the Mayor himself is involved in a conspiracy 
against the Crown, how could we be sure which were loyal?” Once 
again, | had to push down the unpleasant feeling that | was stringing 
the party along. /t’s barely a lie. If not for my metaknowledge, | 
wouldn’t know they were trustworthy. Of course, if not for my meta- 
knowledge, | wouldn't be in this situation in the first place, but that 
wasn’t worth worrying about now. 


The three boys exchanged glances. “Well, doesn’t this just beat all?” 
Rei muttered, then shook his head. “You know we’re a bunch of 
bandits, right?” 


“Rei!” Teepo whined. 


| nodded. “I approached you because | was desperate... but | trust 
you because of that, not in spite of it. You are too far away from the 
village to be working with the Mayor, and bandits are easily 
motivated... | offered you a reward, and you agreed. Simple.” | 
paused, then added, “... and | have already been robbed, so | have 
nothing further for you to steal except my... ‘staff’.” | hefted the tree 
branch I'd continued to use as a focus for emphasis. “Besides, royal 
favor is a far better offer than ransom and the King’s wrath.” 


“We wouldn't do that!” Ryu said quickly. 


“We're not kidnappers!” Teepo agreed. “We steal, but we don’t hurt 
people! We gotta eat like everyone else, right?” Rei nodded 
agreement, though Ryu didn’t look sure at all. 


“| believe you,” | said. “You are earnest folk, although perhaps not 
honest, exactly...” The boys ducked their heads. “Perhaps you 
should ask Father for a pardon. Then, there would be no reason to 
introduce you as anything other than the Heroes of Cedar Woods!” 


Teepo practically preened at that; he seemed like a sweet kid, chip 
on his shoulder aside. 


After a few more minutes of relaxation around the fire, it was time to 
sleep. | was not asked to keep watch, and didn’t offer; | still wasn’t 
used to needing eight hours of sleep, and it showed. 


== XS=X==X--- 


Even with the delays, it still only took us two days to reach Myrneg. 
We camped out at the base of the mountain on the second day of 
travel, and on the third, we went mountain climbing. The climb 
marked our first change of ‘party members’; Teepo took over fighting 
duties from Ryu, who was huffing and puffing from making the climb 
in his armor. 


Climbing Mt. Myrneg was faster than riding up it, since we didn’t 
need to stick to the wide, looping track the wagon had been forced to 


follow, but it still took most of the day for us to reach the summit. The 
sun was well into its descent when we finally reached the peak, and 
that was when we ran into real trouble. JRPG tropes remained in full 
effect: Balio and Sunder were standing on the path, loudly arguing 
about what to do now that their payday had escaped. 


“We can still find her!” Balio said. “If the guards are still looking for 
her, we still have a chance!” 


“We gotta focus on the Contest!” Sunder argued. “If we don't get 
started, people aren’t going to show!” 


“Forget the Contest, bro! We nab the princess, we won't need to run 
that scam ever again!” 


“And how are we gonna do that? She could be anywhere!” 


“That's why we’re here!” Balio said, waving at the mountain. “She’s 
gotta come through here if she wants to go back to Wyndia! Then... 
bam!” 


“Ah! You’re amazing, bro!” 


These idiots were either weirdly meta-genre-savvy or just plain lucky, 
because by all rights | should have just walked right back to my 
guards and carried on my way. 


| turned to look at Rei and Ryu. “We can probably sneak past once 
they fall asleep... where’d Teepo go?” | asked, cuing the dramatic 
irony. 


“Villains!” Teepo yelled, brandishing his rapier at the pair. Oh, no. 
He’d left our hiding spot and approached them, the fool! “You’re the 
ones responsible for the princess’s kidnapping!” The brothers 
exchanged a glance, then began laughing uproariously, which only 
made Teepo more angry. 


“Well, doesn’t this just beat all?” Rei groaned. Ryu simply hid his 
face in his hands, and | was strongly tempted to imitate him. 


“Who are you, kid?” Balio asked. 


“I’m Teepo, one of the heroes of Cedar Woods!” he yelled. “And you 
kidnapped the princess, didn’t you?” 


Balio and Sunder shared a glance. “Yeah, we did,” Sunder said. 
“What are you going to do about it, huh?” Balio asked. 


“I’m going to make you pay for your crimes!” He rushed forwards, 
sword streaking towards Balio’s throat, only for Sunder to kick him 
hard enough to send him flying back the way he’d come. He rolled to 
a stop twenty feet away and lay there, clutching what was surely a 
shattered ribcage. 


“Say... bro...” Sunder said. “You figure he knew the princess?” 


“He knew an awful lot,” Balio agreed. The two of them turned to look 
at the bush we were hiding in; it wasn’t a hard guess, given that it 
was the only shrubbery for a hundred feet in any direction. | was 
pretty sure | felt the single, massive cartoon sweat-drop form on my 
head as they slowly approached our hiding spot. 


Running would require us to leave Teepo behind, so we stepped out 
of the bush while we still had time to prepare, and the boss fight 
began. It did not go well. The monsters we'd fought to this point 
hadn't prepared us to face people as strong or stronger than we 
were, and Rei was the only ‘real’ fighter among us. Less than a 
minute after the fight started, Ryu ate dirt-he was still alive, but he 
stayed down even when | cast a healing spell on him. | guess that 
was what zero hit points looked like. At that point, the pair turned 
their attention to Rei, and he went down as well. 


Myself? | was still on my feet, but | was leaning heavily on my 
branch, panting with exertion. | could probably manage one or two 


more spells, at most, not that it would help. The brothers weren’t 
even winded. Sunder laughed as he stepped over the boys, pausing 
to kick Rei in the ribs just out of spite. 


“Not. Another. Step.” 


We three currently on our feet turned towards the voice... Max’s 
voice. The Woren had appeared behind me, a massive odachi in its 
sheath in his left hand. He stepped forward menacingly, striding past 
me; Sunder retreated a step for each step Max took until he bumped 
into Balio, having not taken his eyes off the newcomer. 


“Who the hell do you think you are?” Balio asked, shoving his brother 
out of the way. “You best get out of our way, or we’ll handle you the 
same way we did those three.” 


“| don’t think so.” Max raised the 6dachi, putting his main hand on 
the hilt. He crouched into a ready stance like a runner, weapon held 
at his side, ready to draw-some sort of iaido stance. “You two should 
run.” 


“Uh... bro?” Sunder said. “I think we might want to go...” 
“No!” Balio snapped. “We’re so close! Kill the cat and we’re home fr-” 


Max moved. One moment he was in front of them; the next he was 
past, already sheathing the odachi. There was a shnick of a blade 
leaving (or entering?) a sheath, a crack of a small body breaking the 
sound barrier, and then silence. The two brothers blinked in 
bewilderment for a moment before a comically-timed gust of wind left 
them stripped to their small-clothes and shaved bald. 


“Run,” Max snarled, punctuating the threat with the shnick of the 
Odachi sliding back out of its sheath. He didn’t need to tell them 
twice; they fled west down the mountain yelling threats and 
obscenities over their shoulders, leaving the five of us alone on the 
summit. Max tossed me a mana restorative and a revive-some sort 
of smelling salt-and left me to handle Rei while he tended to Ryu. 


The acorn was tough and bitter, but | could already feel it working 
while | waved the salts under Rei’s nose, prodding him with my other 
hand. | healed him as soon as he came around-| wasn’t sure exactly 
how ‘fainting’ worked, but the last thing | wanted to do was waste 
energy-then sat down and looked him over, checking to make sure 
the spell had done its work. 


A few feet away, Ryu got to his feet with a groan; Max had already 
turned back down the mountain, towards where Teepo lay where 
he’d landed a few minutes earlier. 


“Wow...” Ryu said. He walked over and offered us a hand up. 


“Wow is right...” | let him pull me to my feet; Rei waved him off. “Are 
you all right?” 


“Right as rain!” Rei said. “But that guy...” He sat up to look at me, 
then over at Ryu, then down the path towards where Max was 
shoving vitamins down Teepo’s throat. Rei lay back down, facing the 
darkening sky. “Well, doesn’t this just beat all?” 


“Who was that?” Ryu asked. 


“The stranger? | haven't a clue,” Rei said, finally letting us help him 
up. “Maybe you can ask him,” he added, and | turned to see that 
Max and Teepo were indeed on their way back. 


| pushed my lingering spellcasting fatigue away and stormed down 
the path to glower at Teepo. “You brave, headstrong idiot!” | seethed. 
“What were you thinking?” 


“| just...” Teepo hung his head for a moment before he straightened 
up. “I was trying to help!” he yelled, the fire coming back as he met 
my scowl with his own. “At least | did something! You guys were all 
hiding!” 


“Of course we were! We could have stayed hidden and snuck past 
when they were asleep! Instead, you almost got yourself killed!” 


Max thwacked me on the forehead with his tail as he walked by. 
«Your tsundere is showing, Princess,» he sent. 


“What? Hey!” But he had already passed us. | rubbed the spot he’d 
hit irritably. / am not tsundere... oh dear, | was. | totally was. Talk 
about cringe-worthy! “Not that | like you or anything,” | told Teepo 
hurriedly, then cringed harder. Why have you betrayed me, my 
tropes!? 


| left Teepo to puzzle over my strange behavior and snuck off to 
eavesdrop on Max and Rei instead. The two Woren were facing off a 
couple feet away from each other, looking nervous. Max’s odachi 
was still in his hands, while Rei was conspicuously keeping his 
hands away from the daggers at his belt. 


Max broke the silence. “Marco,” he said, taking his right hand off his 
weapon and holding it out to shake. 


“Rei,” 


Marco broke into a wide grin as the other Woren took his hand. “I 
guess we owe you one...” Rei said. 


“Think nothing of it.” Marco slipped the odachi’s carrying strap back 
over his shoulder. “Where are you folks headed? Wyndia? What are 
a bunch of woodsmen going to the capital for?” 


“Oh, you know...” Rei trailed off, scratching the back of his neck 
awkwardly. “Where are you headed?” 


“Genmel Arena,” Marco said. “There’s a tournament there that | want 
to compete in. They call it the Contest of Champions.” 


So that’s what it sounded like when someone spoke in a different 
color. 


“The Contest of Champions, huh?” Rei turned to look west down the 
mountain, in the direction the horsemen had fled. “Say, uh... 


Marco... where are you from?” He turned back to face the other 
Woren. “Are there more like... like us?” 


“| grew up west of Mt. Levette... and no... not there, anyway. You’re 
only the second Woren I've ever met.” 


“Second? Who's the first?” 
Marco coughed awkwardly. “Uh... me?” 


“Oh... heh...” Rei sighed. “I guess... if there’s one, there must be 
more, right?” 


“Maybe...” Marco tugged on his coat. “Say, if we’re both heading 
east... do you mind if | travel with you for a time? At least till 
Eygnock Road? It’s been a lonely journey.” 


Teepo had followed me while | wasn’t paying attention, and chose 
that moment to speak up. “We don’t need...” 


“Sure!” Rei said. 
Ryu nodded. “We'd be happy to have you along,” he added. 


“Wait a minute!” Teepo said. “We can barely feed ourselves and the 
pri... | mean... and... uh...” He looked at me nervously, having 
realized slightly too late that identifying me as the Princess might be 
a bad idea. 


Marco, of course, Knew everything there was to know about the 
situation, and quickly smoothed things over the best way possible: 
with food. “It’s no problem,” he said, producing the picnic basket from 
somewhere within his coat, which wasn’t nearly loose enough to 
conceal such a thing. “I travel prepared.” The ‘heroes’ began 
salivating at the enticing smells of cheese and sausage wafting from 
the basket-| lied to myself by imagining | was far too dignified for 
such a thing-and looked extremely disappointed when it vanished 
back into his coat. “But let’s get off the mountain first, yeah?” 


The four of us couldn’t agree fast enough. 


Chapter 66: Where the Heart Is 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 66: Where the Heart Is 


| swallowed my pride and allowed Marco to carry me down the 
mountain; my stubbornness would only have slowed us down. I’d 
spent every bit of energy | had on my spells, and the wisdom fruit 
had only done so much; | was tired in a way | hadn't been since Bet. 


We'd followed Yraall Road from McNeil Village to the base of Mt. 
Myrneg; on the other side of the mountain, the Road continued east 
across the rest of Wyndia-the kingdom, that is, not the city. The road 
ran parallel to the two major rivers of Wyndia, the Dauna River 
flowing from the west and the Eygnock River flowing from the east, 
which met head-on just south of Myrneg before continuing on into 
the South Sea. We camped at the foot of Mt. Myrneg again that 
night, this time on the eastern side. 


Teepo was uncharacteristically quiet following his swift defeat at the 
summit, and barely spoke as the five of us gathered around the 
campfire to enjoy the bounty of the picnic basket. He certainly hadn't 
let his humiliation affect his appetite, but | was a little worried about 
the sudden change; even the normally taciturn Ryu was less 
subdued. | need not have worried, however; Teepo was noticeably 
more lively the following day, and contributed to the destruction of 
the monsters in our way with great enthusiasm. Marco didn’t fight at 
all; he probably didn’t want to soak up all the experience, if such a 
system even applied here. It was good practice for the three boys, 
regardless, and | hung back while they handily dispatched the 
various goblins, goos, and a strange type of creature Marco calleda 
gonghead that looked like a naval mine with an eagle’s face on it. 
JRPG enemies, | don’t know. 


The roads were clear, the soldiers having concentrated their search 
on the western side of the Kingdom, so we made much better time; 
we arrived at the Eygnock Crossroads in late afternoon, and decided 
to make camp there. It was just over a single day’s journey to 
Wyndia from the eastern side of Myrneg; if we’d left at the break of 
dawn, we might have been able to arrive shortly after sunset but 
before the last light of day. That said, the sense of urgency had 
faded somewhat, so | was perfectly content to camp out at the 
Crossroads. Yraall Road led east and west, while the north road led 
straight to Wyndia City, and the south road led to a bridge over 
Eygnock River, and then to Maekyss Gorge, the canyon the united 
rivers surged through on their way to the sea. Personally, | was 
delighted to have three square meals in the same day, since Marco 
would be sticking with us until it was time to head south over the 
Gorge to Genmel the following morning. 


“| don’t suppose | could convince you to accompany us to Wyndia, 
Master Marco?” | asked-because etiquette (and my stomach) 
demanded it, not because | expected Max to agree. “You did us a 
great favor.” 


He laughed. “I suppose | could... but you kids are plenty tough, 
right? You didn’t have any trouble making it to the top of the 
mountain, and | haven’t needed to lift a finger since. Besides, | don't 
think those two will be showing themselves any time soon, and I’m 
still on my way to the Contest.” 


“When is that?” Ryu asked. 


“The Contest? It’s in the spring.” Marco nodded to himself. “They say 
the same man wins the Contest every time. | would like to meet him 
before | face him in the Arena.” 


“That’s why you set out in winter?” Rei asked. Marco nodded. “The 
same guy every time, huh? Must be a hell of a fighter.” 


“Must be... that’s why | want to meet him. If he’s really good, then | 
don’t want to waste my time fighting when | know I’m going to lose.” 


‘Marco’ was being humble; | don’t think Max would lose to anyone if 
he really tried. 


“You're really good, though,” Ryu said. 


“Sure, I’m good... but am | good enough?” Marco stretched and lay 
back on the grass, gazing up at the night sky. Hey, that’s the same 
animation he used back in the woods! |t was weird seeing that in the 
flesh. “It’s called the Contest of Champions for a reason,” he 
continued. “They say the best fighter gets to demand anything he 
wants.” 


“Anything?” Ryu repeated. 


“Well... that’s what they say. It’s probably just to get people excited. 
It’s not like they can make you a king. What would you ask for, Ryu?” 


“Hmm...” Ryu paused, his adorable little face scrunched up in 
thought. “I’d want to make sure Rei and Teepo never went hungry.” 
That is precious. “What do you want, mister Marco?” 


“Taking care of your family? That’s a fine thing to want. As for me, 
well...” Marco sighed. “That is a very good question indeed.” 


The conversation ended there, and | fell asleep wondering how 
much of that answer was Marco, and how much was Max. 


soo X SSK SEK 


We bid Marco goodbye the following morning. He headed south, 
across the river, while we turned north towards the capital. The 
towers and windmills were already visible over the horizon-it was 
called ‘the city of windmills’ for a reason-and grew steadily larger 
throughout the day, until it felt like they filled the whole world. | 
remembered Wyndia City, but experiencing something post-import 
for the first time is different in a way that’s hard to describe to anyone 
who hasn't had to deal with ‘novel’ memories. Why is simple-it was 
the difference between pre-insert Lina’s experience of the sight and 


post-insert Cass-as-Lina’s experience of the same thing-but the 
feeling itself wasn’t something English had good words for. 


As the crossroads were slightly closer to Wyndia than Mt. Myrneg, 
we managed to arrive at the city gates in mid-afternoon, and found 
the way barred. “What purpose do you ruffians have in approaching 
the capital?” one of the gate guards asked, his halberd helping his 
partner’s block the road. 


Did | want to say it? 
| very much did. 


“Do you have any idea who you are speaking to?” | asked, standing 
as straight and tall as my childish body would go. “You challenge her 
highness, the Crown Princess Lina herself, and the heroes who have 
rescued her from her captors and conveyed her home at great 
personal risk!” 


“Uh... we did that?” Rei whispered. | wanted to elbow him-hard-but it 
wouldn’t be proper behavior for a princess. Teepo took care of it for 
me. Good man, Teepo. 


The guards exchanged a glance. “She... looks kinda like the 
princess, | guess...” Guard Two said, not moving from his position 
against the wall. His voice was breathy and slightly nasal, perhaps 
because his nose had clearly been broken and improperly set at 
some point in the past. 


“The princess is blonde, though,” Guard One said stubbornly, picking 
at the acne scars on his chin. 


“The princess has not had a bath in over a week,” | Snapped, “and 
will have you both thrown into a cell if you do not take me to Father 
immediately!” 


Alas, the guards were not impressed. “Threatening an officer of the 
law is acrime, isn’t it?” Guard One asked. 


“Impersonating a member of the royal family is a crime, too,” Guard 
Two said. 


And that’s how we ended up in the dungeons. 
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| actually felt sorry for the poor guards who'd had the misfortune to 
haul us away: they’d displayed an impressive amount of distrust 
towards random, unwashed strangers turning up at their door. It was 
still damnably inconvenient, and | had little doubt their lives would be 
very unpleasant indeed once Father sorted everything out, but their 
incredulity was preferable to McNeil’s paper-thin ‘security’. 


Unfortunately, my family was far from idle, and it was not until near 
sundown-as best | could reckon it in the underground cells we found 
ourselves in-that Father finally decided to investigate the impostor. 
His reaction to seeing me in the cell, several days’ travel worth of dirt 
marring my dress and person, was one of absolute fury, concealed 
behind the kind of tranquility that precedes someone shoving a belt 
knife through another man’s eye. 


“You arrested the impostor yourselves?” he asked the guards 
accompanying him. 


“Yes, your majesty,” a voice | recognized as Guard Two said. “She 
claimed to be Princess Lina.” 


“She must have heard of the Princess’s disappearance somehow,” 
Guard One added. 


“Hmm... maybe...” Father said, scratching his beard in thought, “... 
or maybe... THAT! IS! MY! DAUGHTER!” he bellowed, rounding on 
the two guardsmen, who leapt nearly a foot into the air. “You 
imbeciles arrested the Crown Princess!” 


“What!?” 


“But... but surely...” 


“Get her out of there!” he yelled. “And lock yourselves in, while 
you’re at it!” 


“Yes, your majesty!” the guardsmen wailed, hurrying to comply. | was 
practically tossed out of the cell, the hapless guardsmen locking 
themselves in before Father could change his mind and order their 
execution instead. 


The King rushed to embrace me, and | let Lina’s reactions take 
center stage, which meant sobbing into his shirt. | had perks to 
handle fear, perks to keep me from freezing, perks to keep me going 
in times of stress... but ignoring fear didn’t mean | didn’t feel it, and 
once | stopped and let myself-my twelve-year-old self-experience all 
the fear I'd been pushing away, | was inconsolable. 


It was several minutes before | managed to pull myself together 
enough to wipe my eyes and straighten my horribly messy hair, 
putting on the bare minimum of noble propriety. “F-Father,” | said, 
voice hitching. “I... I’m back.” 


“Yes, you are,” he said. “Come, let us get you cleaned up.” He took 
my hand and pulled me towards the stairs. 


“Wait!” | yelled. “My friends!” | pulled him back the other way, to 
where Rei, Teepo, and Ryu were sitting in their cell. “These heroes 
saved me and brought me home!” 


The King looked over the three boys. They didn’t look particularly 
reputable... but then, we’d all been living rough the last few days, 
and if my own state was this bad, surely they could clean up just as 
well. “Is this true?” he asked. 


Rei decided to try to answer. “Uh... that is... | guess we did do those 
things, your... tall... highness?” 


Father looked to me as though he was waiting for me to admit toa 
prank. | just nodded. 


“Very well. Guards!” he yelled, looking around for the men on duty... 
who he’d just locked up. “Ah, one moment...” He walked back to the 
other cell and returned with the keys, letting the Cedar Woods gang 
out of their cell. “Il must hear all about your journey. But first... | 
believe you could all use a bath...” 


oe) a 
Bathing. 

Was. 
Heavenly. 


It took five buckets of blissfully hot water and half a bar of soap 
before the bathwater stopped turning black at my touch. The 
attendants worked overtime scrubbing under my nails, teasing knots 
and debris out of my hair, and generally restoring me to a ‘princess- 
ly’ state. Some part of me was feeling decidedly uncomfortable with 
the level of classicism on display, but | reminded myself that | could 
very well have chosen not to be a spoiled child and had no right to 
feel weird about it now. Focusing on Lina’s memories over 
Cassandra’s let me ignore the nagging feeling of strangeness and 
just enjoy the bath. In fact, it ended far too soon, in my opinion; | 
would have been content to be soaked and scrubbed for hours. 


Nevertheless, duty called, and | was toweled dry and passed along 
to another set of attendants, who clipped my ragged nails and hair. 
Then it was time to be dressed in a Disney-Princess style gown and 
have my hair styled. | scowled when | saw myself in the mirror and 
pulled the ribbons out of my hair, commanding the hairdressers to 
give me a Single braid. Twin-tails, really? | could only put up with so 
much. 


Ryu, Teepo, and Rei had all endured similar grooming, with varying 
degrees of grace; | held out hope the younger boys had borne it with 
dignity, but I’d heard Rei’s yelling through the walls. The poor guy 
embodied the cats-hate-water stereotype. 


Still, despite the indignities the universe seemed intent on forcing on 
me, | was feeling lovely as Dora-my governess, a lady in her 
seventies with a mind like a steel trap and a manner to match-led me 
towards the dining hall. | had my Moon Tear in my pocket, my 
Bangles on my wrists, my Journal and Map in hammerspace, and 
my watch in a purse at my belt, where it wouldn’t attract questions. | 
was equipped, and would be damned sure to keep all my items on 
hand going forward. 


At my insistence, Nina and Ryu were seated next to each other 
across from me, paying almost as much attention to each other as 
they did the food; they were so cute. Teepo was next to me for 
symmetry, while Rei was at the far end of the table, where his 
manners-or lack thereof-would cause the least offense. 


Of course, we were called on to tell the tale of my rescue, and | 
immediately rose to the challenge: | made sure to emphasize the 
help I'd received from the three boys, starting with them hosting me 
for a night after I'd dragged myself out of the woods, sharing their 
meager food supplies, and then putting their lives on the line when 
my kidnappers attempted to recaptured me. | glossed over their 
ineffectiveness in the last part, making it sound like they’d had the 
situation under control the entire time. Marco received only a single 
mention as a ‘friendly stranger’ who stopped to offer aid after the 
fight at the summit, and accompanied us until we parted ways at the 
Eygnock Crossroads. 


“... and then we were thrown in the dungeons,” | concluded. 


“Those fools,” Father said, shaking his head. “They are lucky to keep 
their heads.” 


“Perhaps we should encourage them,” | said. “After all, they would 
not be fooled by an impostor, no matter how skilled.” 


“Or perhaps they would be fooled by anyone who was properly 
clean,” he countered. “No, don’t worry, dear, | won’t be punishing 
them too terribly... thought they’ll be stuck guarding some distant 
checkpoint for the next decade. Speaking of the guards, the Captain 
was livid when he returned to find you and McNeil gone. Not nearly 
as much as | was when | learned he’d lost you, though... | had a half 
a mind to strip him of his post the moment | heard. | relented; he had 
the best chance of finding you, after all. He’s been scouring the 
countryside for any sign of you or the former Mayor ever since.” 


McNeil was gone? That was... not actually that surprising, really. “I 
heard one of the kidnappers mention Syn City,” | said, slightly 
weirded out by the way | emphasized the name without meaning to. 
“McNeil may have fled there, to get as far away from the capital as 
possible.” 


“Of course... Syn City... hardly surprising. There are only so many 
places McNeil could be smuggling goods to...” Father sighed. “You 
are sure?” 


“The kidnappers said they were taking me to Syn... ahem... to Syn 
City, before | escaped.” 


“Then we will prepare a force to capture the treacherous McNeil as 
soon as possible... and perhaps the kidnappers, as well.” The King 
nodded to himself, before turning to Ryu and Teepo. “You boys have 
my sincerest thanks for returning my daughter to me. Tell me, young 
man,” he said to Ryu. “What is it you wish for most?” 


Marco had asked the same question, so Ryu didn’t hesitate. “I would 
like my friends to never go hungry again,” he said solemnly, pointing 
at Teepo and Rei. 


The King stared at him for a moment, then let out another hearty 
laugh. “A true gentleman! | can hardly think of a finer thing to ask for 


than the care of ones’ friends and family! You are all my guests for 
as long as you wish to stay, and evermore, should you return. 
Please, enjoy yourselves!” 


“Thank you, your highness,” Ryu said, bowing his head. 


Father turned to Teepo next. “And you? What can | help you with, my 
young friend?” 


“Uh, well...” Teepo fidgeted for a moment, looked to me, then said, 
“A pardon?” 


Father blinked in confusion. “A pardon?” 


“We didn’t have any money, so... we had to steal, sometimes... we 
had to eat!” Teepo leapt to his own defense. “We didn’t hurt anyone! 
We just needed to eat, like anyone else...” 


“| see... you Say you came from Cedar Woods?” Father asked. 
“North of McNeil Village?” Teepo nodded. “Then perhaps your need 
to steal was partially the fault of the disgraced Mayor. You will have 
your pardon.” 


“Great,” Teepo said. 
“Say thank you,” | whispered. 
“Thanks,” he added. 


“And what about you?” The King asked Rei. “What would you ask 
for, sir?” 


“Mph,” Rei said around a mouthful of pork. He swallowed, took a 
deep drink from his goblet, then paused to think the question 
through. “We’ve got food and a pardon... | don’t think we need 
anything else,” he said. 


“How humble! Well, should you think of anything, you have but to 
ask!” 


Rei laughed nervously, hand on the back of his neck. He didn’t say it 
out loud, but | could read his face easily enough. 


Well, doesn't this just beat all? 
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After the days I'd just endured, | wanted nothing more than to head 
straight to bed after the feast, but my duties both as a hostess anda 
friend compelled me to seek out the boys and make sure they would 
be comfortable. | summoned one of the servants to show us to their 
rooms. Teepo followed close behind the man, Rei and Ryu trailing 
after him. Nina and | brought up the rear. “The food was worth the 
bath, | hope?” | asked Rei as we climbed the castle stairs. 


“Heh... | Suppose so. I’ve never eaten so well in my life.” 
“I'll say!” Teepo agreed. “I'd bathe every day if it let me eat like that!” 


“Please do,” | told him. “It would be wise not to stretch Father’s 
tolerance too far.” 


“Do | have to?” he whined. 
| rolled my eyes. “You did volunteer.” 


“Your room, sirs,” the servant said, opening a door to the large space 
they’d spent the last few hours preparing. I’d advised Father that the 
group would likely wish to remain together, so an entire team of 
servants had spent hours manhandling furniture into place to turna 
parlor into a triple bedroom. Ryu immediately headed over to the 
nearest bed and laid his head on it, stroking the fine linens. The 
servant continued, “If you wish, we can prepare separate rooms...” 
All three boys shook their heads vigorously. “Very well. If there is 
anything else we can offer, you need only ask.” He shuffled off, and 
Ryu put his head back on the soft bedding. Poor guy looked as tired 
as | felt. 


“I'll leave you to your rest,” | said. 

| turned to leave as well, but paused when Nina pushed past me to 
address the boys. “Thank you very much for helping my sister,” she 
said with a dainty curtsy. 

Rei chuckled nervously. “We didn’t do all that much...” he said. 


“You were very brave,” Nina argued. “And then the guards were 
mean enough to put you in jail...” 


“It was only a few hours,” he said. “To be honest, when they arrested 
us... | was worried we HAD been helping an impostor...” 


“Really?” | asked. 
He laughed again. “Il mean...” 


“We thought we’d been tricked!” Teepo piped up. “That you’d fooled 
us, and gotten us all in loads of trouble! We were real mad!” 


Rei shook his head. “I was really surprised when the King started 
yelling... and relieved, too...” 


| smiled. “Well, | hope you’re not angry anymore...” 


“Of course not!” he said. “This is...” he trailed off, looking around the 
lavish room at the four-poster beds, fluffy rugs, and throw pillows. 
“It’s... something.” 


“|... we are very grateful for all you’ve done for me,” | said. “If there is 
anything you need... food, clothes, anything at all... please, just ask, 
and one of the servants will handle it with haste.” 


“They're probably tired,” Nina said. 
| know, sis, that’s why | was leaving before you started talking. “Of 


course. Goodnight, friends.” We curtsied and headed back into the 
hall, closing the door behind us. 


We'd only walked a few steps down the hall before Nina latched onto 
me, hugging me tightly. “I was so scared,” she whispered. “When we 
heard you were gone... | thought I’d never see you again.” 


“| was scared, too,” | admitted, holding her close. “I’m glad to be 
home.” 


I’d slotted an alt-form this jump mostly for the simple fact that | didn’t 
want to spent several uninterrupted years as a teenager again, 
especially if fate conspired to stick me somewhere | really needed 
emotional maturity on tap-something that seemed to have been 
borne out already, given how childish my-slash-Lina’s decision 
making was in hindsight. | could have slotted my ‘Kasey’ form, which 
I'd gotten used to using as a matter of habit, but I'd decided to use 
the Generic-RPG ‘Cassandra’ form instead on a whim. 


A feature | hadn’t expected to need was that it was a convenient way 
to sneak around. | found a maid’s uniform that mostly fit ‘Cassandra’ 
(tight in the bust, of course) and slipped through the palace gates 
shortly after sunset without anyone batting an eye-well, a few 
guardsmen may have stared, but no one would ever connect the 
pint-sized Crown Princess to some comely maid on her way out of a 
feudal society’s concept of marriageable age. 


Even with the horizon still aglow, the streets were nearly deserted. 
Most of the people | passed were similarly attired; maids and 
menservants running late trying to get their masters’ bidding done 
before the last light of day faded. The streetlamps were chrysm 
lights, but most windows were lit with candles or not at all. 


My destination was a modest home high in the city that | could 
immediately pick out by the steady glow of chrysm lamps from 
behind the curtains. A sharp knock at the door summoned a 
matronly woman in an apron and bonnet who smiled happily as she 
let me in. “Hello, Cass,” Deanna said. “I heard you had a bit of an 
adventure already.” She’d pulled her straight brown hair into a loose 


ponytail, which ran forward over her left shoulder by necessity due to 
her choice of head-wear reaching the back of her neck. 


“That's putting it lightly.” | followed her into a simple sitting room 
containing a few old but well-cared-for armchairs and a dining table 
setup, with two doors leading farther into the house. Thick curtains 
were drawn over the windows, and most of the floor was covered by 
a large quilted rug. Homura was dusting the furniture on one side of 
the room, dressed like a maid of all things. “Hello, Homura.” 


“Hello, Cass,” she said. 


“Hey, Cass,” Ace said. | turned, having missed the fact that he was 
sitting at the table. 


“Oh, hi, Ace. What are you doing here?” 

“lL own the building,” Ace explained. “We were thinking about making 
ourselves a proper orphanage, and we might still do it in a few years, 
but at the moment it didn’t seem fair to put him in with other children. 
Instead, we ended up as a weird little nuclear family.” 

“Fair to the other kids, or to him?” 


“Both. Come on, sit down,” he added, motioning to the chair opposite 
his. Deanna had already taken the chair to his left. 


| sat. 

“So,” | said cautiously, “how is he?” 

“See for yourself.” Ace flipped a thumb over his shoulder, prompting 
me to lean to my right to see around him. | only managed to glimpse 
a shock of blond hair before the owner hid behind the doorway. 


“He’s skittish,” Homura said. 


“He’s shy,” Ace countered. “Come on, Zeke, it’s just Cassandra.” 


The hair slowly returned, followed by a pair of bright blue eyes that 
scanned the whole room before Zeke finally straightened and 
stepped out from behind the door frame. He was somewhere in his 
early-to-mid teens, a year or two older than Lina. “Hello,” he said 
quietly. 


“Hello, Zeke,” | said. “Remember me?” 
“| do,” he confirmed. “You were Kasey.” 
“| was.” 

“Come sit down?” Ace asked. 


Zeke hesitated, perhaps looking for a way to avoid additional social 
interaction, but he eventually joined us at the table. 


“So, Zeke, how is being human?” | asked. 


“It’s terribly confusing,” he said. “All the sensations are so cluttered 
and imprecise, and emotions are even worse. How do chemicals and 
voltage potentials create so much feeling?” He lay his arms flat on 
the table and slumped down to rest his chin on them. “I can’t believe 
you live like this all the time.” 


“You're doing very well,” Deanna said gently. She turned to me and 
explained, “He’s still adjusting. It’s rough, sometimes, but he’s shown 
steady improvement.” 

“He’s still having trouble dealing with how intense certain feelings 
are,” Homura added, speaking up for the first time since I’d sat 
down. 


“Ah.” | glanced at Zeke, who hadn't reacted at all to being discussed 
like he wasn't here. “What do you do all day?” | asked him. 


“Exist,” Zeke said without a hint of irony. 


“Do you read, or play, or study, or practice a skill?” 


“| don’t need to.” 

“Sure, but... do you want to?” 
“No.” 

“Have you tried?” 

“No.” 


“You did that drawing of us,” Ace reminded him. “Why don’t you go 
get it? Show Cass what you made?” 


“Do | have to?” 


Ace put on a look that fathers everywhere used to say, “I’m not going 
to order you to do it but you’re damned well going to do it,” and Zeke 
sighed like the sullen teenager he was before heading out of the 
room. 


“What are you grinning at?” Ace asked me. 


“Just... that,” | said. “That whole exchange was so ‘normal family’ it 
wrapped all the way back around to weird.” He chuckled, but any 
response was cut off by Zeke returning and laying a large, heavy 
sheet of paper down on the table for my viewing. 


I'd expected some sort of childish crayon scribble-uncharitable, 
perhaps, but he was only a couple weeks into his human life. What 
he’d actually created was incredible. |t was a pencil drawing of some 
sort-charcoal, maybe-of not just the local ‘family’ but the entire 
Jumpchain crew. Max’s portrait was in the center, with the 
Companions arranged around him in a spiral based on the order 
they'd been recruited. | spotted Homura near the center; Tess, 
Dinah, Zeke, and | were the last four, each in our own corner. The 
true genius was that every person was done in a different style, 
running the gamut from photorealism to impressionism without ever 


clashing with the neighboring drawings. It was, without a doubt, an 
absolute work of art. 


“That’s... incredible,” | said, staring at the picture. “You’re an 
amazing artist.” 


“No, I’m not,” Zeke protested. 
“You’re not?” 


“Is a printer an artist?” he argued. “I didn’t create this, | reproduced it. 
All it took was cross-referencing all Known styles of drawing with 
their emotional and sensory-experience associations, optimizing the 
graph of stylistic juxtapositions to ensure the contrasts achieved 
maximum aesthetic value, sorting the subjects of the image, and 
then rendering a portrait in that style for each. There was no 
creativity in it.” 


“Optimizing the graph of stylistic juxtapositions’ sounds pretty 
creative to me,” | argued. “You had to judge how to arrange things-” 


“| solved how to arrange things,” he corrected me. 


“Well, you decided it would be best to use a different style for each 
person-” 


“| asked how to choose the most pleasing style and was told that | 
should try several and decide for myself,” Zeke explained, frustration 
leaking into his voice. “I’ve come to suspect that that answer was 
intended to be deliberately unhelpful, because | am no closer to 
understanding why | would have chosen any of them.” 


“Which one was the most fun to... uh... render?” 


“| do not see what my experience of ‘fun’ has to do with the aesthetic 
value of the finished product.” 


| looked to Deanna for help, and in return got a look that amounted 
to, ‘This is what | deal with all day.’ 
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Homura walked me out to the porch, then shut the door. 
“What do you think?” | asked. 


There was a long pause. “He’s... strange,” she decided. “There’s 
more to him than | expected. | didn’t think he was ‘anyone’ back on 
Bet, not really.” Another pause. “He’s... not a blank slate, exactly, but 
| don’t think he’s the same... being, either. I’m not sure how to treat 
him.” 


| nodded. “I probably don’t need to remind you, but how you treat 
him will change who he becomes. He’s probably very impressionable 
at this point, blank slate or no.” 


“| know. That's part of what makes it so difficult. | want to...” She 
hesitated. “I want to shake him. Interrogate him. But until he’s able to 
defend himself-verbally and emotionally, | mean-it would just be 
abuse, and that would make everything worse.” 


“Yeah.” 


The sun had fully set, and the glow from the occasional streetlight 
barely held the darkness at bay. There were fewer stars overhead 
than I’d expected-comparable to a modern city, even with far less 
light pollution. A product of how the game’s creators visualized the 
night sky? | shook my head slightly to dismiss the thought; that 
wasn’t a road | wanted to start down again. 


“What do you think?” Homura asked, breaking the silence. 
| hesitated. 
“He seems like a sweet kid,” | admitted. 


To my surprise, she nodded. “He does,” she agreed. “I still hate... 
who he was, | guess, but Zeke as he is now is... likable.” 


“Bad case of Impostor Syndrome, though,” | noted. 
“You noticed that?” 

“It was hard to miss.” 

“| Suppose so.” 


Silence fell once more. It was time for me to head home... after | 
addressed the elephant in the room. 


“Do you think Max’s plan is going to work?” 
Homura took her time answering this question, as well. 


“That depends on who he is at the end of the jump,” she said. “He’s 
still... growing into his humanity. Ace and Deanna are good 
influences, | think, but | don’t know how his nature will affect him.” 


“Then there’s nothing to do but wait and see.” 
“You'll stop by again, right?” 


“Of course.” | pulled her into a quick hug. “I’m going to be busy, but 
I'll sneak away whenever | can.” 


“You don't have to...” Homura trailed off, then simply said, “Thank 
you.” 
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| was, indeed, busy. 


Lina was too young to do any actual governing, of course, but that 
just meant | had so, so much to learn. | could cheat on some things-| 
didn’t need to relearn basic algebra, for example-but there was also 
a lot of new information mixed in, like how taxes were collected, 
accounted for, and spent. The logistics of employing and equipping 
enough guards to defend a settlement of a given size. The realities 


of corruption, and how much graft you had to stomach because 
trying to lower it further would cost more than it saved. Court 
Etiquette, which wasn’t as grueling as I’d have expected-probably 
because there simply weren't that many people we had to impress. 


And, of course, there were magic lessons, which were almost 
disappointingly easy. In hindsight, it shouldn’t have surprised me; the 
whole reason I’d been heading west in the first place was because 
Lina had already learned everything her tutors had to teach. Father 
tried to make up for the missed opportunity by sending messengers 
to the various towns, cities, and hamlets of Wyndia, calling for 
wizards to tutor the princess, so at least | had a great many teachers 
to reject for various reasons. 


It was unfortunate, but the vast majority of them cared more about 
the prestige of a royal position than actually teaching. Some of them 
believed | could be impressed by a few magic tricks, or tried to 
disguise their lack of knowledge as mysterious wisdom; the ones 
who actually tried to teach were uniformly worse wizards than | was 
already. The sad truth of the matter was that we'd already found the 
good teachers-my original tutors-and I’d outgrown them anyway. 


Of course, | still attended the lessons anyway, but they were more 
‘structured practice’ than instruction, and | didn’t need that practice 
anyway-probably because the magic perk I’d taken made me both 
better at magic in general and a much quicker study. Compared to 
the struggle to learn Potterverse magic, picking things up so easily 
left me feeling a bit cheated. 
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Chapter 67: Broken Hearts Can Mend 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 67: Broken Hearts Can Mend 


About a week after my return to Wyndia, | stepped out of my last 
afternoon lesson-today we'd been dealing with the logistics of 
shipping grain-to find Nina ready and waiting for me, hands on her 
hips and an absolutely fearsome pout on her face. “Why are you 
avoiding me?” she demanded. 


“Why do you think I’m avoiding you?” | asked, confused. 
“You've been hiding from me ever since you got back!” 
“I’ve been busy-” 


“| Know when you’re busy!” she interrupted me. “You’re not busy after 
lessons, but no one will tell me where you are! Do you not want to 
play with me anymore?” 


Lina’s reflex was to assure her that | did still want to play with her... 
but did I? Did /, the Lina who was also Cass, want to play with her, or 
was | still reluctant to engage with the ‘main characters’ because | 
didn’t trust my ability to treat them fairly? 


Was that fear itself causing me to treat them unfairly? What sort of 
weird narrative symbolism have | wandered into now? | wondered, 
uncomfortably reminded of my conversation with Deanna shortly 
after the end of our Trek vacation. 


“Lina?” Nina asked. 


“Of course | still want to play with you,” | said, and if it was a lie, it 
was a lie | was damn well going to live up to. “I’m sorry I’ve been 
distracted. What do you want to do today?” 


Her response was to grab me by the hand and drag me down the 
hall. 


Our destination turned out to be one of the larger courtyards in the 
palace, where Ryu and Teepo were playing with marbles in the 
grass. 


“We’re playing Hide and Seek,” Nina declared imperiously. 
“We're busy,” Teepo said. 


Unfortunately for him, Ryu defected immediately. “/’// play with you,” 
he said as he rose to his feet. 


“Aw, Ryu, | need someone to play with!” 


“Then you should play Hide and Seek too,” Nina said, turning her 
weapon-grade pout on the boy. When that failed, she escalated to an 
equally dangerous scowl. 


That worked. 


“Here are the rules,” she said, once Teepo had gathered up the 
marbles. “Three of us hide in the courtyard-” 


“Just the courtyard?” Teepo asked. 
“The castle’s too big. We’d never find each other.” 
“Isn't that the point?” 


“No, the point is to hide, and that means the seeker needs to know 
where to look,” Nina explained, visibly annoyed by the interruptions. 


“Lina’s going to be the seeker.” 
“Why me?” | asked. 

“You're too tall to hide.” 

“Am not.” 

“You are tall,” Ryu observed. 


“I’m not even a hand taller than you are. Even less if you count that 
silly hair.” 


Ryu smoothed down the stray hair self-consciously, only for it to 
spring back up the moment he removed his hand. 


“You can hide after you find us,” Nina said. 
“I’m going to hold you to that.” 


“Have to find us first!” she said. “Close your eyes and count to one 
hundred!” 


| folded my arms and gave her a stern look. “That’s way too long. I'll 
count to thirty.” 


“I'll be hidden in ten,” Teepo boasted. 


“You'll be found in ten,” Ryu told him. Teepo stuck his tongue out in 
response. 


“Okay, thirty,” Nina confirmed. “Close your eyes and start counting!” 


After a count of thirty, | began to search. Ryu was the easiest to 
spot-that stray hair of his was sticking up from behind the bush he’d 
chosen. Nina had climbed a tree in the hope that | wouldn't look up, 
but a decade in a world where people could fly had drilled that habit 
into my head. Teepo was the hardest to find; he’d managed to 


wedge himself into a hedgerow in a way that couldn’t have been 
comfortable. 


“| won,” he crowed as he fought free of the poking branches. 

“| found you, though,” | said. 

“You found me /ast,” he informed me. 
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Hide and Seek went on until the sun dipped behind the walls of the 
courtyard, leaving the area too dark to continue. “Now what do we 


do?” Ryu asked Nina. 


“Hmm...” Nina adopted the classic thinking pose for a few seconds 
before coming to a decision. “Let’s draw!” 


“Okay!” 

“Drawing is boring,” Teepo complained. 

“What do you want to do?” | asked him. 

“We’re going to draw,” Nina insisted, hands on her hips. 

“You and Ryu can draw, and Teepo and | will do something else.” 


Nina brought out the pout again. “| knew you didn’t want to play with 
me!” she whined. 


| didn’t not want to play with her, but | also didn’t want to drag Teepo 
along if he wasn’t having fun. “Okay, I’ll draw with you,” | agreed, “but 
then Ryu ought to keep Teepo company. It’s only fair.” 

She glanced between Ryu and I, forehead wrinkled in thought. 


“Me and Ryu will draw!” she declared, whisking the boy away before 
she’d even finished her sentence. 


Teepo sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “What do we do 
now?” he asked. 


“| don’t care. What do you like to do?” 


He hesitated. “Usually | sneak off once they’re not paying attention 
and bother Rei.” 


“Do you know where he is?” 

“Sleeping on the roof again, | bet.” Teepo glanced wistfully at the roof 
overhanging the edges of the courtyard, then remembered | was 
here with a start. “Um... thanks for getting Nina to leave me alone, | 
guess,” he said, his attention spent worrying the grass with his toe. 
“You're welcome,” | said. “Do you not get along with Nina?” 


“| don’t like her. She’s mean.” 


| was fairly sure Nina didn’t have a mean bone in her body. “What did 
she do?” 


“She’s always bossing us around and making Ryu do stuff.” 


Ah. “You don’t like her because Ryu is spending time with her 
instead of you,” | said. 


“That’s not true!” Teepo whined. “I don’t care if Ryu likes her.” 
| folded my arms and gave him a look. 
“Fine,” he grumbled. “Maybe | miss Ryu a little.” 


“You need to find things to do on your own so you’re not missing him 
when he’s busy.” 


“Hmm...” Teepo paced back and forth as he thought. “Like what?” 


“Why not attend magic lessons with me?” | suggested, recalling his 
comments on the journey over. 


That got his attention. “You’d let me?” he asked. “Really?” 
“Really.” 


And that was how Teepo came to join my morning magic lessons. 


Playing with my sister and her friends gradually became part of my 
routine. My visits to the house dropped off, though | still made sure 
to go every week. | wasn’t the only one sneaking out, either; Ryu and 
Nina had become fast friends, and often stole away into town to play 
with the city’s children, sometimes with Teepo in tow. 


My presence here had done Nina some good; as the second in line 
to the throne, she was afforded a bit more leeway in her behavior 
than | was, and she used every bit of it. On the other hand, her 
behavior did me ill, as | was often blamed for being a bad influence 
on my sister. The fact that she would have been just as willful without 
me was unfortunately impossible to demonstrate. 


As for Zeke, dealing with him was... interesting. He was definitely 
not ‘neurotypical’, but his situation was too unique to have a label 
ready to go. He didn’t have any issues communicating, but wasn’t 
very good at interpreting or understanding emotions. He was likely 
smarter than | was, but had next to no emotional intelligence. He had 
every skill in the world and zero experience with them. 


The good news was that he was curious enough to ask questions. 
“Why do humans create art?” he asked me during my next visit. 
“Why do you think?” | asked to disguise the fact that | had no idea. 


“Deanna says that it fulfills a specific psychological need,” Zeke said. 
“| asked why an organism would evolve a form of consciousness 


requiring such arbitrary behavioral rituals. She said it was an 
emergent property arising from the increased ability to communicate 
ideas and forge interpersonal bonds, but | didn’t understand it.” 


“Hmm,” | said, because | didn’t understand it either. 

“Do you create art?” Zeke asked. 

“Me, personally?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’ve tried,” | admitted. “Most of it wasn’t very good.” 

“Is it less fulfilling to create bad art?” 

| had to stop and think about that for a while before | had an answer. 


“| think so,” | said. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the right thing to 
Say. 


In other news, Zeke’s Imposter Syndrome was bad; he simply 
couldn’t accept that anything he did had any merit. Sculpting clay? 
Just geometry. Cooking a meal? Basic chemistry. “Stop patronizing 
me,” Zeke snapped when | made the mistake of praising his 
performance of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata no. 21. “I don’t 
compliment you for breathing, so don’t compliment me for being able 
to use my hands.” 


“He reminds me of me at that age,” | told Deanna after he’d closed 
the piano with a hairbreadth more force than was appropriate and 
stormed out of the room. 


“Really?” 


“Yeah. | mean, | never said it, but | didn’t believe anyone who tried to 
tell me | was good at anything. | was sure people were only 
complimenting me because they felt... | don’t Know, pity or 
something. | think it stemmed from seeing adults make a big deal out 


of other kids doing things | found easy-like, | don’t Know, grade- 
appropriate math or following instructions-so even when | struggled 
with something, | just assumed they faked admiration for everything 
kids did, rather than actually being impressed with me.” 


“If you’d been born forty years later, they’d have shoved you in the 
robot,” Ace said. 


“What?” 


He chuckled at his own joke. “You could put that whole speech in 
Shinji’s mouth and the only part that would be out of character is the 
self-awareness.” 


The look of annoyance | gave him was not playful in the slightest. 
“Give it a rest,” | grumbled. “There’s more to me than some giant 
robot I'll never build, much less operate.” 


“That’s not what I-” 


| didn’t want to hear it. “Anyway,” | said, turning back to Deanna, “I 
was really aware of my status as ‘a kid’-I think most kids are, a lot 
more than adults in my world and time gave them credit for-and | 
think Zeke is feeling something similar.” 


“He’s very aware of his status as a ‘new’ person,” she agreed. “He 
can't avoid it; every thought or feeling he has is a reminder of how 
much he’s been changed by the import.” 


“He was changed, wasn’t he?” | asked. “I mean, it’s sort of 
unavoidable, but...” 


“He compared it to having one’s mind forced through an extrusion 
mold,” Deanna said. 


| cringed at the image. “That sounds... nasty. Like a violation, | 
mean.” 


“It may have been,” she admitted. “Importing him was about more 
than putting him in a human body; it was also about giving hima 
human mind to go with it, with all that entails.” 


“I’m assuming Max asked for consent, first, but did Zion have the 
awareness to meaningfully give that consent?” 


“Difficult to say. If he didn’t, then the decision would fall to Max 
regardless, would it not?” 


What, like a pet? 


| sighed and looked around the room for a change of topic. “Do you 
think he ‘gets’ anything from activities like that?” | asked with a nod 
towards the piano. “Pride, satisfaction, fun?” 


Deanna nodded. “I think he does, or he wouldn’t keep doing them... 
but | also think he dislikes feeling that way. Not only is he insecure 
about his ‘merit’ as a person, he resents having his behavior 
controlled by ‘primitive neurochemicals’.” 


“Pretty rude to call us ‘primitive’.” 


“When it comes to our brains, he’s not wrong.” She tapped a finger 
to her temple. “Everything we ‘are’ is running on a crude 
evolutionary-designed neural network-quite literally-and there are a 
lot of generalization errors and over- and undertraining.” 


“Mental illnesses,” | said. 

“Among other things. | was thinking more along the lines of inherited 
behaviors-like the reward systems related to food being based 
strongly on caloric content, rather than a more nuanced analysis.” 


Ace nodded. “Classic undertraining error.” 


“Are you sure you're not just trying to excuse your sweet tooth?” | 
joked. 


“There is no excusing my sweet tooth,” Deanna admitted happily. “1 
was going somewhere with the topic, though: the Imposter 
Syndrome you were describing is an overgeneralization error. You 
saw people praising things you didn’t find impressive, and concluded 
that no one found those things impressive, and that the praise must 
then be insincere.” 


“Pretty much, yeah.” 


“You said you were sure people were patronizing you,” Ace said. 
“You feel better now, | hope?” 


“In some ways,” | said. “I’m willing to take people at their word when 
they say they find something impressive, at least. On the other 
hand... it’s still hard to take pride in things | find easy, no matter how 
impressive they might be to others. | can’t measure difficulty 
objectively, so all | have to go on is ‘well, that fe/t easy’.” 


And now that the ‘chain lets me cheat shamelessly, an awful lot of 
things ‘feel easy’. 
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Teepo continued competing with Nina for Ryu’s attention, with 
moderate success, and spent a lot of the remaining time in lessons 
with me. Our temperaments were well-suited for each other; he was 
stubborn and excitable, while | was flexible and laid-back, so we 
rarely clashed on anything. At my encouragement, he added more 
lessons to his schedule, including reading (which | had long since 
mastered even as Lina) and swordsmanship (which | had mastered 
not as Lina). From what | overheard, his attitude made him 
unpopular with his tutors, but he was learning, and quite quickly, at 
that. 


That wasn’t to say we paired off. Teepo and Ryu were still thick as 
thieves, and ended up as partners in swordplay lessons; on the other 
front, Teepo slowly came to accept Nina as a new member of his 
growing family. |, on the other hand, was apart-and wasn’t that for 


the best? My presence hadn’t distracted Ryu and Nina from their 
immediate bond of friendship, but there was both an extra princess 
and an extra dragon in the palace. Teepo developing a crush on me 
would be awkward; that crush growing into something more would 
be abominable. | was thy fifty years old, now! It was all well and 
good to try and act twelve, to treat others as Lina would treat them, 
but that didn’t erase the fact that | had far too much experience and 
knowledge for it to be anything but an act. 


The worry brought to mind Lisa’s brutal takedown of my moral 
character decades ago. | was sure that memory wouldn’t have faded 
even without the help of my perks. 


My desire to do right by Nina meant | still participated in their games, 
but not as a member of the group-more like an older aunt humoring 
her nieces and nephews. That didn’t mean | wasn’t fond of them, of 
course; Nina was adorable, Ryu a ray of sunshine wherever he went, 
and Teepo sweet even if he seemed to have picked up a bit of the 
tsundere role I’d rejected. | would call them close, childhood 
friends... but | couldn’t claim they were peers. 


Of course, Nina didn’t-couldn’t-fail to notice the change in my 
demeanor. “Was it very scary, being captured?” she asked me a few 
weeks later, while we were sharing afternoon tea as part of our 
etiquette lessons. 


“It was,” | sald. 


“Is that why you don’t act like you used to? Because you were 
scared?” 


| wasn’t sure whether | should confirm or deny the accusation, so | 
was thankful she didn’t demand a response. 


“| heard some of the Knights talking,” she continued. “They said”- 
Nina scowled and put on her best impression of a grizzled soldier, 
which was comically poor-“‘Fighting for your life turns a boy into a 


man.’ You had to fight, didn’t you?” Dora tutted in the background, 
but didn’t step in to stop us just yet. 


“| did,” | said. 


Nina considered that answer enough, and the conversation moved to 
lighter, Dora-approved topics while we finished our tea. Lina, it 
turned out, enjoyed tea-which marked the first time | could clearly 
identify one of my new ‘lives’ as having markedly different tastes. | 
wasn’t sure how | felt about that. 


| rarely saw the third member of my erstwhile traveling party, and 
only learned about his activities secondhand. Rei spent more than a 
month lazing around the castle, napping in increasingly bizarre 
places, before his wanderlust got the better of him. Father was 
reluctant to give the man who'd saved his daughter such an 
undignified thing as a job, but Rei was bored and there were always 
things needing doing. After a long discussion | wasn't privy to, he 
became a sort of freelance monster hunter, dealing with the things 
too far off the beaten path for guard patrols but too dangerous to be 
left alone. 


He often came back a right mess, and was forced to bathe before 
even the servants would suffer him at their table. | don’t think he ever 
got over his dislike of water, but he learned to bear it with something 
approaching dignity; his table manners improved as well, though 
they always reverted a bit after an ‘adventure’. Occasionally, Teepo 
would tag along, eager to demonstrate his advances in magical and 
melee combat, but Rei seemed to prefer hunting alone... probably 
because he could use his ‘super mode’ without fear. 


Beyond my limited viewpoint, the world kept turning. It took some 
time to organize, but Father sent out the Knights as he’d planned, 
Captain Rupert at the helm. The poor man had lost his station 
following my kidnapping, and only regained his Captaincy so he 
could lead the expedition to track down the fugitive mayor. “I still 
begrudge him his failure, but he is the best choice to lead the quest,” 
Father told me, the occasion serving as another lesson in ruling. 


“There is nothing the man wants more than to avenge his mistake 
and clap McNeil in irons, and that gives him determination no other 
Knight can match.” Nina and | saw the Knights off from the parapet, 
waving kerchiefs in celebration of the column marching in search of 
Justice. 


That the Justice they sought would lead a man to the gallows was 
something neither Nina nor | were blind to. 
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Time passed, and spring was nearly giving way to Summer when the 
quiet pattern of our lives was interrupted by the Knights’ return, 
treasonous Mayor in tow. The success of the mission led Father to 
finally forgive Rupert for allowing me to be kidnapped on his watch. 
I’m sure finally having someone to hold to account for my 
disappearance was a load off the Captain’s own mind, as well. 


Father forbade me to speak to McNeil, but | couldn’t help my 
curiosity, and snuck off to the Dungeons after dinner a few nights 
after he’d arrived. Rei was out again, Teepo alongside him, but Ryu 
and Nina were as adorable as ever, and | smiled fondly as | watched 
them across the table before excusing myself the moment the meal 
was properly over. The bustle of servants clearing plates gave me 
the perfect opportunity to slip away. 


McNeil had been given the worst cell in the empty dungeon, farthest 
from the stairs (and the light). He had not been handled gently, 
either; his face was puffy and bruised, one eye swollen shut. A 
heavy iron manacle around one ankle chained him to the wall, the 
skin around it already badly blistered. As a final indignity, the once- 
proud man was dressed in rags and had lost so much weight his skin 
hung loose on his frame. When | stopped in front of his cell, he 
opened his one good eye, saw me, and simply closed it again. Tears 
ran silently down his face. 


Even though he'd attacked me, | couldn’t help but pity him; he was in 
a miserable state. What had | hoped to gain, coming down here? 


Closure, | guess... but | certainly didn’t feel any better, seeing him 
reduced to this. It’s justice, | told myself, he assaulted a member of 
the royal family and conspired against the Crown. He was also, ina 
word, pathetic. There was no satisfaction to be found here. He was 
headed to a kangaroo court and a swift execution... but the court 
was only such because his guilt was beyond any doubt. He’d /iterally 
attacked me, and it was to his great misfortune that I’d escaped to 
tell the tale. 


Was it worth it? | asked myself. Coming down here at all had been 
foolish. 


“No,” McNeil said, and | jumped. “No, no... not worth it... never worth 
it.” 


| hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud-I needed to stop doing that. 


His eye was open again, looking up at me, pleading. “I... | 
panicked... please, forgive me...” 


| shook my head sadly. “I forgive you, sir... but | will not save you 
from the consequences of your actions.” He didn’t reply, so | sighed 
and turned to go. 


“Princess!” McNeil said suddenly. “I... please, you must listen...” 


| approached the bars cautiously, wary of a trick, but if | wasn’t 
incorrigibly curious, | wouldn’t have come down here at all. Unless | 
misjudged, the chain binding him was too short for him to reach the 
door, anyway. “Yes?” 


“|... only wished to do as my ancestors had done. They grew a 
hamlet barely worthy of the name into a thriving town... and enriched 
themselves, most of all.” His good eye darted about the room, barely 
resting on me at all. “I just... | am not a great Mayor. | am not even a 
good man. | just wanted to make my ancestors proud...” he trailed 
off with a whimper. 


“Is that all?” | asked. 


“No!” he said. “I... |... | worked with people.” His voice fell until it was 
barely a whisper, forcing me to lean against the bars to hear him. “1 
met a man from Syn City who offered to buy surplus grain... no 
questions... | accepted. It was only a little, at first, but then he 
wanted more... and if | refused... he could expose me to the 
Crown...” 


“And had he done so, you would have been fined, perhaps even 
stripped of your titles...” | said, “... but you would not be here, beaten 
and bound for the gallows. You could have turned back at anytime.” 


“But what could | do!?” he wailed. “He had power, and people... the 
people you saw... they can reach anywhere!” 


“Anywhere?” | asked skeptically. 


“Anywhere,” Sunder repeated from behind me, putting a knife to my 
throat. 


“Hello, master McNeil,” Balio said, voice dripping with scorn. “Spilling 
secrets?” 


Where were the guards? | looked down at the heavy knife, and 
realized there was already blood on it. Oh, no... 


“|... NO, never! It was a distraction!” McNeil said quickly, climbing to 
his feet as fast as his injuries allowed. “Please, let me out! | didn’t 
mention Mikba at all!... oops.” 


Balio let the man sweat for a few seconds, then shrugged. “It doesn’t 
matter,” he said. “We're taking the princess anyway. Ransoming her 
will make this job worth doing.” 


“It’s our lucky day, bro!” Sunder took the knife from my throat to 
gesture with, which gave me an opportunity to squirm out of his grip 
and drive my elbow into his crotch as hard as | could. 


Crunch. 


From the distinctive feel of eloow-hitting-metal, he was wearing 
some sort of armor over his most sensitive bits, but | knew from 
experience that all that did was transfer the force to the barely-less- 
sensitive inner thigh. Sunder dropped like a rock, and | sprinted for 
the stairs, yelling at the top of my lungs. “Guards!” | yelled. “Guards! 
To the dungeons!” It was worthless; dungeons like this were built 
with the intent that people wouldn’t hear the screaming coming from 
them, and | doubted the intruders had left the door open on the way 
down. 


“Get back here!” Balio yelled, racing after me. It wasn’t a close 
contest; his legs were twice the length of mine. | had to duck and roll 
out of the way to avoid him grabbing my hair, which let him get 
between me and the stairs. “Nowhere to run, Princess,” he warned 
me. 


That wasn’t quite true, because | knew from the game that there was 
an exit hidden somewhere in the darkness behind me... but | had an 
enemy in the way there, as well. Sunder wasn’t down for the count; 
he was rolling on the floor in pain, sure, but that might well change if 
he thought he could get his hands on me. 


“I'll go through you,” | said, falling into a fighting stance. | had my 
bangles now, and was eager to enact some payback for the 
humiliation he’d given me. 


Balio looked confused for a second, then burst into laughter. 
“Through me, she says,” he said in a tone that could almost be 
described as giggling if it wasn’t dripping with malice. “She’s going to 
go through me. Hahahaha-eat lightning, Princess!” 


A single step took me out of the bolt’s path. “Watch your backstop,” | 
quipped as the most conductive object behind me screamed in even 
more pain, then launched a spell of my own. | might as well not have 
bothered; Balio simply powered through the flames, fist drawn back 
for a punch that nearly took my head off. 


| won the first exchange of blows, taking advantage of his 
overconfidence to dart in and deliver a handful of bangle-boosted 
punches to his stomach and chest-which was as high as | could 
reach-before he realized his size wasn’t going to win him the day. 
Things got a lot harder after that. | could consistently slip away from 
his strikes, but once he started fighting smart, | couldn’t get in close 
enough to deliver solid blows of my own without risking a hit that 
would wipe me out. All | was doing was losing slowly... and if Sunder 
ever stopped whining about friendly fire and actually helped, | 
wouldn’t even manage that much. 


What was the alternative? He was too fast for me to disengage, and 
even if | could, the narrow stairs out of the dungeon wouldn’t leave 
me enough room to dodge another lightning bolt. The entire 
encounter felt like a hopeless boss fight, and | hated it. | wasa 
stronger, more skilled fighter than should be humanly possible, and it 
didn’t matter. What was the point of all our perks and powers if the 
world would just railroad me right back into being a damsel in 
distress? 


Fuck. That. A slim chance was better than none. 


Balio came in swinging again, but this time | dove between his legs 
instead of dodging back, rolling back to my feet and scampered for 
the stairs. | wasn’t fast enough. He grabbed me by the arm just 
above the elbow with a yell of “Gotcha!”... but I'd planned for that. 


The cry of triumph turned into a yelp of surprise as | grabbed his 
wrist and pulled. Every muscle in my tiny tweenage body screamed 
at me for trying to Judo-flip an eight-foot-tall slab of muscle and body 
odor, but | did it: Balio went heels-over-head into a pile of half-rotted 
barrels stacked haphazardly near the wall, sending splinters flying 
everywhere. 


To my dismay, physics had the last laugh; the act of throwing 
someone ten times my weight sent me tumbling backwards, further 
from the stairs and the dead guard at their base (don’t look don’t look 
don't look) and closer to Sunder, who had finally gotten over the twin 


indignities of groin-attacks and friendly fire. He caught hold of my 
arm while | was still struggling to my feet and tried to put me into a 
joint lock, but my physical perks made me flexible enough to simply 
bend with the pressure and slip out from under him when he tried to 
force me to the floor. Then it was my turn to grapple, climbing onto 
his back and getting both arms around his neck. 


His eyes bulged as | cut off his air, a corona of static building up 
around us as the Bangles tried to figure out an appropriate thunder- 
themed response to strangling someone into unconsciousness. 
Hopefully they came through with one soon; Sunder was still 
struggling, bashing me against the walls with his back to try to get 
me to let go. | grunted and cursed with each blow; the impacts 
jostled me just enough to let Sunder get a gasp of air, and every 
breath he stole was more time before he’d pass out. Finally, he fell to 
his knees... and kept kicking. The bastard just would not go down. 


“That's enough, Princess!” Balio yelled. “You lose!” 


| looked over at him in surprise, wondering how I'd managed to 
forget about him, and nearly fell off Sunder in shock. 


What the hell were they doing down here? 


Nina and Ryu must have been hiding behind the barrels I’d tossed 
Balio into, because he was holding the pair by the back of their shirt 
collars, one in each hand. They hadn't gone down quietly; Ryu’s face 
was more purple than pink, Nina looked like she’d survived a 
tornado, and all three of them were covered in splinters from the 
barrels. 


“Surrender! Now!” Balio yelled, practically brandishing them at me. 
The threat was clear. 


| loosened my grip just enough to let Sunder start wheezing, but | 
didn’t let go just yet. “Put them down,” | commanded. 


“Let me think... no.” 


“Bro...” Sunder whined. 


“Put them down, and I'll give you enough of a head start to leave 
before the rest of the guards get here. Make it out of the Kingdom, 
and you'll be able to keep your heads.” 


“| have a better idea... surrender, and | won’t kill the kid.” He shook 
Ryu at me. 


“Bro... !” Sunder was still trying to get a hand between my arm and 
his neck, to no avail. 


Not a chance. “| don’t trust you to hold up your end of the bargain,” | 
said flatly. “Let him go, then I'll surrender.” 


“Do you believe that | will kill him if you don’t?” Balio asked. He 
smirked at my silence. “Then it seems to me that you don’t have a 
choice, your highness.” 


“Broooo... ” 
Don't be stupid, | told myself. They’re going to kill Ryu anyway. 
Balio’s hands are full and Sunder’s nearly down. If you run away and 


summon the guards, they'll have one less hostage and far less time 
to escape. 


Nina will never forgive you if you stand by and let him die, my mind 
replied, nor would you forgive yourself. 


“| surrender.” 


aX SSK SSK 


Balio dragged Nina and Ryu back to where Sunder was massaging 
his throat. “You got the rope, bro?” 


Sunder grunted in the affirmative. “This Princess is way too much 
trouble,” he complained as he pulled a couple lengths of rope from... 


somewhere... and bound my wrists and ankles together. “Feels like 
someone tried to hang me again.” He punctuated his whining with a 
spiteful kick to my gut, sending me reeling backwards into the wall. 


“Whatever, bro! We got both Princesses now!” Balio tied Nina’s 
hands to her sides with another rope, then shoved her towards me. It 
was lucky they’d bound my hands in front of me so | could catch her 
as she stumbled, since she couldn’t steady herself. “Now get McNeil 
out of there while | off the kid.” 


“Sure thing, bro.” 
“No!” Nina and | screamed. 


Ryu tried to put up a fight, but he was already spent; Balio 
manhandled him onto the ground without difficulty, pinning him face- 
down with one hoof as he drew a short sword. 


“Please! Don’t hurt him!” | begged. “We had a deal!” 


“Look on the bright side, your highness,” the bastard said, his voice 

full of false cheer. “You’re a great judge of character!” And with that, 

he drove the sword straight into the boy’s back. Ryu spasmed twice, 
then fell still. 


| did my best to shield Nina from the sight, pulling her head into my 
lap to cover her eyes. | didn’t avert my own until | could no longer 

see through the tears. /’m going to kill them, | promised myself as | 
buried my face in Nina’s hair. |! am going to kill both of them. Slowly. 


“I'd say ‘nothing personal’....” Balio told the body, “but you did help 
the Princess escape from us last time, so it is personal after all! 
Hurry it up, Bro!” 


“None of these keys fit the manacle! Are you sure we got the right 
aaaaaaaAAAAAHH!” 


Nina and | snapped our heads up at the scream and saw... oh, 
damn it, I'd forgotten! The first time Ryu ever turned into a dragon 
on-screen, he did it because he’d been stabbed with a sword by one 
of these two fuckers! He wasn’t dead! 


Yet. 


“Calm down, bro!” Balio said. He walked back to Ryu’s prone form, 
picked up the sword, and gave the whelp an experimental poke. 
“Huh, he’s out cold. How much do you think a live dragon’s worth, 
bro?” 


“| don’t know. A lot?” Sunder went from ‘panic’ to ‘greed’ without 
missing a beat. “More than a Princess, | bet!” 


“My thoughts exactly, bro. We’ll take him too! Gimme that,” Balio 
added, snatching the keyring and quickly popping open the manacle 
on McNiel’s ankle. Task complete, he walked back to us, hauled 
Nina up, and shoved her towards Sunder. He grabbed my bonds and 
dragged me to my feet as well, though standing was hard with my 
ankles tied together. “Hmm... we can’t carry all of them.” 


He better not expect me to hop all the way out of the castle. Still, | 
took the hint and turned towards where Sunder had Ryu’s whelp 
form on one shoulder and Nina on the other. She’d been doing her 
best not to cry, but when she saw me her resolve broke, and she 
wailed in sorrow. 


| wanted to say something to comfort her, to assure her that we 
would be all right, but | couldn’t. | was too busy staring at the sword 
that was sticking point-first out of my chest. 


Oh my God he fucking killed me. 


“We'll get rid of the one who can actually fight,” Balio said casually. 
The blade made a wet rasping sound as he yanked it out, and | 
tipped backwards into darkness. 
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“Lina? Lina... please...” 


There was a voice, calling... me? | tried to focus, but it slipped away. 
My thoughts were sluggish. Had | been drugged? 


| opened my eyes. It didn’t help much; everything was horribly blurry 
and out of focus. “Hhhh...” | tried to say something-‘hello’, probably, 
or maybe ‘what happened?’-but my tongue wasn’t working right. 


“Lina!” 


| tried to sit up, only to have something-someone?-fling themselves 
onto me. What had happened? I’d been heading to the dungeons- 


The person currently hugging me pulled back, letting me see who it 
was-as well as | could see anything, at the moment. “I’m so glad 
you're all right,” she said. 


“Ni... na...?” Good, my voice was working. Mostly. | blinked, trying to 
get things back into focus. “Wha...” 


“You almost died!” she wailed, grabbing me again. “I thought you 
were dead! | thought you and Ryu were dead!” 


Oh, right I'd been stabbed. To death. Except apparently not to death, 
since the Jump was still going and | was alive. 


“We searched for months,” someone said. | turned my head to my 
left and saw Rei, identifiable only as a massive orange splotch on 
the other side of what | assumed was a hospital cot. 


“When we got back and heard what happened... Teepo immediately 
announced that he was going on a quest for a cure. | barely had time 
to pack a lunch...” He laughed awkwardly. “We searched all over... 


made some new friends, ran into Marco again, even found Ryu and 
Nina while we were at it.” 


“H... ow...?” | asked. 


“Your gem,” Rei said. “You had a magic gem... it kept you alive, 
barely, sort of in-between life and death... we ended up going all the 
way to Urkan to find another one...” 


That didn’t seem right- 


My thoughts were interrupted when Rei took a turn hugging me, 
pulling my upwards to bury my face in his fuzzy chest. 


“But...” Rei said once he was done rubbing my face on his pecs. 
“Ryu and Teepo went into this old temple and...” He sniffed. “... they 
didn’t come back...” Then he burst into tears. | awkwardly reached 
out with weak arms and pulled him close, letting him sob into 
blankets covering my lap. 


My mind was doing its best to race, even with the fog that still hadn’t 
fully cleared. Of course. | should have known that the moment | let 
myself get complacent, the plot would jump back on the rails; I’d 
seen the same thing happen more than once in Worm. At least my 
voice not working saved me the trouble of trying to figure out how to 
express the confusing mess | was feeling. They’d gone to the end of 
the earth-more or less literally-to help me, and now Rei believed the 
boys had died in the attempt. What could | possibly say to that? 


Wait, they traveled to Urkan. The world was nowhere near as small 
as it had been shown in the game. “How... long...?” 


“Four months,” the slightly-more-in-focus-than-she’d-been-a- 
moment-ago Nina-colored blur said, making a motion that | guessed 
to be wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “It’s autumn.” 


| obviously wasn’t in my right mind yet because all | could think was, 
that’s a pretty short time-skip. 
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Chapter 68: Sleeping Beauty 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 68: Sleeping Beauty 


Father had been lurking in the back of the room the whole time, and 
after a few more moments, he shooed everyone out for a bit of 
privacy. Dora handed me a glass of water, which | drank greedily, 
then adjusted my bedding so | was sitting mostly upright before 
withdrawing, leaving us alone. 


“Lina, my girl,” Father said, looking down at me. “What am | to do 
with you?” 


| didn’t have a response to that beyond a murmured apology-further 
muffled by the way my throat still felt stuffed with cotton-so neither of 
us spoke for some time. Finally, Father turned away to fetch a chair, 
which he dragged over to the side of the bed and dropped into with a 
sigh. Now that he was close enough for my still-recovering eyes to 
focus on, | was struck by how much older he looked; the wrinkles in 
his face were deeper, and there was far more gray in his hair than a 
few months could explain. My fault. 


“When | ordered you to stay away from the prisoner,” he began, “1 

did so because | didn’t want you to deal with the... ‘unpleasant 
realities’ of justice. | didn’t think there would be any danger... but that 
was my mistake. The palace is not the safe haven I’d taken for 
granted since | was a boy.” 


Father paused, lost in thought, then shook his head wearily. “If | 
hadn't sent the maids to find Nina after dinner, it might have taken 
until the morning shift change before we knew anything was wrong. 
As it was, when they finally checked the dungeon and found you... 


and Nina’s ribbon... | thought I'd lost you both. | prayed Nina had 
been taken for ransom, but whoever had taken her had already killed 
one princess...” He stopped, then clarified, “The healers did not 
believe you would recover. It was all they could do to keep you 
alive... if not for your friends, I’m not sure what would have 
happened.” 


He sighed again. “I spent hours torturing myself with what-ifs and 
could-have-beens. What would have happened if | had not forbidden 
you to see him. Would you have gone earlier, and avoided the 
attack? Would you have taken guards, and been able to escape?” 


| broke eye contact, staring at my lap instead. That was a feeling | 
knew all too well from time in the Protectorate. The night Kindler died 
had been the worst; I’d been less than a hundred feet away, and 
there were countless ways | might have changed the course of that 
fight. 


Then again, perhaps | didn’t know how Father felt. Kindler and | had 
been close coworkers, maybe even friends, but we weren't family. | 
could only imagine how much worse it must have been for Father. 


“Nina came back about a month after the attack,” he continued. “Ryu 
saved her, to hear her tell it... the lad himself said not a word of his 
heroism, and left almost immediately to seek something far to the 
west. Nina snuck out after him... but | Knew she was alive, at least, 
and perhaps in better hands than our so-called guards!” He finished 
at a low growl, fists clenched at his sides. 


It took a moment for him to calm down before he could continue. 
“Nina finally returned for good a couple months later with Rei, 
bearing a matching jewel to the one you’d had that night. It wasn’t 
until the next full moon that the gems released their power, but in 
time, by the grace of God, my daughters were returned to me... and 
that is no idle nod to piety. The gem came from Angel Tower, a place 
sacred to the Urkan Church... with good reason, it would seem.” 


The silence stretched, and | finally raised my head to face Father 
again. His eyes were focused on me, rather than the far-away look 
he’d had while he’d been talking; | felt distinctly appraised. 


“So now,” he said, “by some miracle, | am once more the proud 
father of two stubborn, headstrong young women... and so | ask: 
what am | to do with you? 


“Do you want the Crown, Lina?” 


That was a very good question. | couldn't say I-as either Cass or 
Lina-wanted to rule, but she/I had grown to expect it; taken for 
granted that someday she/I would inherit the Kingdom and the duties 
that came with it. Not exactly the perspective I’d hoped for from the 
Nobility background, but it was... something, at least. 


“|...” | stopped and grimaced, frustrated at how difficult speaking still 
was. “I would not say | coveted it, but... | had accepted it. Perhaps 
even... convinced myself | was worthy of it.” | swallowed, then 
asked, “Have | displeased you that greatly?” Being asked so bluntly 
whether | wanted the role I’d found myself in made me feel I'd fallen 
short of Father’s standards. 


“No, no,” Father reassured me. “You have been nothing but dutiful... 
perhaps to a fault. | merely wonder if there is some... dissatisfaction, 
perhaps, driving you to such lengths. You’ve always been...” he 
paused, mouth twisted in a wry smile. “... active. 


“When you learned to walk, you started exploring the castle... when 
you learned to talk, you started asking questions... and when you 
learned to read, it was a struggle to get you out of the library.” He 
laughed, either at his memories or my sheepish smile. “Last winter, 
when | heard that you’d uncovered a smuggling scheme in McNeil 
Village, only to vanish... to be honest, | wasn’t that surprised. And 
therein lies the problem.” 


| bowed my head, unsure whether | should feel pride or shame at his 
words. The question hurt... but on the other hand, | would be 


leaving, someday-if we were fortunate, long before succession 
became a concern. Nina had been given the same lessons in ruling 
Lina had, but as the second child, she had been spared the rigor of 
them; it wouldn’t be fair to surprise her with the responsibility without 
giving her time to prepare. 


“Perhaps | am not the best choice for the Crown after all,” | admitted. 


“You don’t have to decide now,” Father reassured me. “You should 
have plenty of time, God willing.” He climbed to his feet heavily. 
“Now, I’m afraid your mother wants a word, as well.” 


Aw, crap. 


| Knew before Mother had even walked into the room that this 
conversation wasn't going to be anywhere near as pleasant. 


“Sneaking off to the dungeons,” she said with a put-upon sigh as she 
paced back and forth beside my cot. “Is that really how the Princess 
of Wyndia should act?” 


| schooled my face into a pleasant expression, not bothering to fake 
sincerity for it. “| wished to see the man who would be put to death 
on my account,” | said truthfully. 


“On your account?” she repeated. 
“It was my actions that led to this.” 


Mother nodded slowly. “I did not approve of you taking matters into 
your own hands... but investigating the wrongdoing of your 
representatives in governance is right and proper for a monarch. 
However, you have no reason to concern yourself with such nasty 
business as the execution of a traitor.” 


| should have shut up and nodded, but the condescension in her 
voice irked me greatly. “On the contrary,” | said, “duty demands | 


concern myself.” | cleared my still-too-dry throat, then continued, “If a 
Queen is not willing to face the act of execution, then she should not 
have the man put to death at all.” Yes, | was plagiarizing A Song of 
Ice and Fire, but it wasn’t like anyone here could call me on it. 

“You are still a child,” Mother said firmly. 


“T cannot allow myself to be a child,” | quoted. “Il am the Crown 
Princess, first and always.’ That is what you told me every day.” 


She scowled. “A strange time for you to take the lesson to heart.” 
“I’ve... gained perspective.” 

“Yet you still disobeyed your Father’s instructions.” 

| sighed. Yes, | did. 

“You endangered yourself and your sister.” 

| clearly wasn't able to keep my desire to object from my face, 
because she pressed on sharply. “Nina is your responsibility, both as 
her elder sister and her future Queen. She followed your example, 
and had she been injured, it would have been on your hands.” 
Mother stopped there, letting the weight of her glare hammer home 


her words. 


“lam sorry,” | said at last. | couldn’t win this argument, and trying 
would only anger her more. 


“Not as sorry as you would be if she had been harmed,” Mother said. 
“Yes, Mother.” 

“By all rights you should have died.” 

“| know, Mother.” 


“It is only through the magic and grace of God that you are still alive.” 


“| Know, Mother.” 


Mother paused, staring down at my sickbed. | gazed meekly back, 
face locked in placid neutrality. 


“Never, ever scare me like that again,” she said, nearly spitting the 
words. “Never, Lina!” 


| had seen Mother unhappy-often, because of me. | had seen her 
disappointed-again, often in me. | had even seen her angry- 
thankfully, only rarely at me. 


| had never seen her hurt. 


It took me a moment to get over my shock at the pain she’d been 
willing to show me. “Yes, M-” | began, but she had already left. 
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| could hear Father bid ‘Sir Rei’ to take me to my room through the 
open door, and so Rei did just that, scooping me up into a clumsy 
bridal carry. 


“Sir Rei?” | whispered as he huffed up the large stone staircase. 


“Yeah,” he mumbled. “King says he’s going to make me a Knight for 
all | did. Doesn't this just beat all?” He shook his head, ponytail 
flapping from the motion. “Doesn’t seem right.” 


“You saved me.” 


“Teepo saved you. | just followed.” Rei blinked wet eyes at the 
mention of his adopted brother. “He was the one who... who...” He 
sniffed, his arms tightening slightly around me. 


Damn it. | wanted to say something... anything that would help heal 
the pain of thinking the kids he’d practically raised were dead. They 
were out there, somewhere... but it might be years before he saw 
them again. 


“Hey...” | mumbled. “Maybe they’re all right... somehow.” 


Rei gave me a pitying look. He thinks I’m lying to him. No, he thinks 
I’m lying to myself. 


“They’re tough kids,” | continued stubbornly. “They'll make it through 
whatever happened.” 


He let out a choked laugh. “Teepo said something like that when he 
heard Ryu was missing,” he said. “We were on our way back from 
clearing out a nest of rippers that had started attacking livestock...” 


---X==X==X--- 


“This is the life, isn’t it?” Rei asked as he and Teepo walked the road 
back towards Wyndia. “All the food, fame, and excitement we could 
ever want.” 


“Yeah...” Teepo sighed. “I do kinda miss not having a King, though.” 
“No King, no Princess.” 
Teepo blushed slightly. “She’s all right, | guess...” 


Rei scoffed. “I’m sure she is. Ah, here we are,” he said as the pair 
crested the last low hill hiding the city from view. “You know, it’s still a 
little hard to believe we... what’s going on down there?” Even from a 
few miles away, it was clear there was some sort of commotion in 
front of the city gates. The two hunters picked up the pace slightly, 
curious about the scene in front of them. 


The last hundred feet of road before the city gates were crowded 
with people. Wagons and carts added to the mess, the cattle and 
oxen tied to them shuffling nervously in the press of people. “Excuse 
me, coming through, sorry,” Rei mumbled as he pushed through the 
crowd. “Guardsman! What’s going on here?” 


“As I’ve already told the rest of you, the city is closed!” one guard 
yelled back. “No one goes in or out until the King says so.” 


“Guess we’re camping on the road again,” Rei grumbled. 


His complaint got the guards’ attention, which turned out to be to his 
advantage. “Wait, that’s Rei,” the other guard said. “Rei! Is Teepo 
with you?” 


“I’m here!” Teepo yelled, resenting that he was too short to see (or 
be seen) over the crowd. 


“They're allowed in,” the guard said. “Everyone back up! All of you! 
Back! Up!” 


“Why do they get to go in?” a man whined from atop an ox-drawn 
cart. 


“Uh... why do they get to go in?” the first guard whispered. 
“Because they work for the King,” the second guard said crossly. 


“Do you want to argue with the King?” the first guard demanded, 
turning on the wagon driver in a huff. The man wisely kept his mouth 
shut. 


“Why us, though?” Teepo whispered. 


“| guess the King likes us,” Rei whispered back. “Not hard to see 
why, right?” 


It took more than a minute for the tightly packed crowd to back up 
enough that the guards were satisfied no one would try to bolt for the 
entrance. One of the guards knocked twice on a postern built into the 
main gate, and Rei and Teepo were quickly shuffled through into the 
city. 


Wyndia itself was a surreal sight. Normally, people thronged the 
streets even in the worst weather; today was clear and bright, yet the 
streets were empty except for scores of grim-faced guardsmen and 
helmeted Knights manning impromptu checkpoints at every corner. 
Neither boy wanted to approach the scowling men holding spears 


like they expected to use them, so they simply wandered slowly 
inward towards the castle at the heart of the city until they finally 
spotted a familiar face: Sir Winston, the captain of the city guard. He 
wasn't a Knight, technically, but he was respected well enough that 
people used the honorific anyway. 


“Sir Winston!” Rei called. “What the blazes is going on?” 


“Rei, Teepo,” Winston said, nodding at each of them. “It’s good to 
see you. I’m afraid | have grave news.” He took off his leather cap, 
revealing a shock of white hair that matched his bushy mustache, 
and tucked the helm under one arm as he spoke. “Two nights ago, 
assassins broke into the palace. Princess Nina and your friend are 
missing, and Princess Lina was mortally wounded.” 


“No...” Teepo said, the word slipping out. 


“I’m sorry. It's possible he and Nina were taken for ransom, so 
there’s still hope-” 


“What about Lina?” Teepo interrupted. “You said she was mortally 
wounded, but you didn’t say she died. Is she still alive?” 


“She is,” Winston allowed, “but only just. It’s a miracle that she lasted 
this long.” 


“But she'll get better,” Teepo insisted. 
Winston bowed his head. 


“She'll get better,” Teepo repeated. “She’s still alive, so we can do 
something! Have the King summon healers-” 


“You think he hasn’t?” Winston asked irritably. “The best wizards in 
the Kingdom are hard at work keeping her from dying, but that’s all 
they can manage. She may never recover.” 


“No,” Teepo said. “There’s got to be a way. There has to be! Come 
on, Rei, we’re going to see the King.” 


“The King is very busy,” Winston protested. 
“This is important!” 
“Don't-” 


But Teepo was never one to listen when people said ‘no’, so Winston 
could only sputter as Teepo ushered Rei through the streets into the 
castle, past a picket of guards who barely saw the blur the boys had 
become. Teepo ignored the throne room in favor of heading deeper 
into the palace, and his instincts were proven right when he opened 
the door to a small, musty study to reveal the King, sitting at a table 
covered with scrolls and loose paper, head in his hands. 


“Your highness,” Teepo announced. “I’m going to help Lina!” 


The King rose slowly, turning to face the boys. For a long time, he 
simply stood there looking at the pair, his posture slumped and 
defeated. Maybe he found what he was looking for, or maybe he 
realized that Teepo was too stubborn to leave on his own, but 
something stirred him to motion, whatever it was. The King turned 
the rickety wooden chair around and sat back down like it was a 
throne, and the authority Rei had come to expect of him returned. 


Winston chose that moment to arrive, panting heavily; he was getting 
on in years, and wearing heavier armor than the boys he was 
chasing hadn’t helped. “Apologies, your highness,” he said, pushing 
past Rei into the room. “I tried to...” he trailed off as the King 
motioned him to silence before addressing Teepo and Rei. 


“| see you've heard the news,” the King said. “l owe you both my 
sincere apologies. | promised you safety, and | failed. | do not know 
what became of Ryu, but it is due to my failure that he was in danger 
at all.” 


“If he was taken captive, we'll find him,” Rei said with forced 
confidence. 


The King nodded. “I’ve closed the city gates and ordered a search, 
but | fear the kidnappers escaped before we were able to sound the 
alarm. The Knights have already begun searching the countryside, 
but | would welcome your assistance-” 


“What about Lina?” Teepo demanded. “The Knights can find Nina 
and Ryu. They’re probably way better at that than a couple of 
monster hunters! I’m going to find a way to save my friend!” 


The King frowned. “If that is what you wish,” he said. “Il must warn 
you that it may not be possible. Even the most skilled wizards cannot 
explain how she is still alive. The item she bore can heal wounds, 
true, but this is far beyond what we knew of its power.” 


“Then we'll find another magic item, or a better healer, or 
something!” Teepo turned to Rei, looking for backup. 


Rei hesitated. “Ryu may need our help...” he said uncertainly. 


“Ryu’s sharp,” Teepo said. “We taught him how to fight, remember? 
‘Long as he and Nina are together, we don’t need to worry about 
‘em. He’ll keep her safe.” 


Winston opened his mouth to point out that it was likely the 
kidnappers had simply killed the extra kid, but a look from his King 
silenced him. 


“Very well,” the King said. “You'll be able to leave once the city 
reopens tomorrow morning.” 


“There’s no time for that!” Teepo said. “The guards let us in, they can 
let us back out!” 


“At least allow the servants to pack some things for your travels,” the 
King insisted. 


“Thank you, your highness,” Rei cut in before Teepo could decline 
essential supplies. “We appreciate your support.” 


“Fine,” Teepo whined. “Um... can | see her? While we wait.” 


The King paused. “You may,” he decided. “Winston, take our friends 
to see Lina, if you would.” 


“Yes, your highness,” Winston said. “This way, please...” 
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Princess Lina was laid out on a simple cot in a sitting room on the 
ground floor of the palace. Lying on her back with her arms folded on 
her chest, she looked like she was sleeping. 


“What is that?” Teepo asked, looking at a gleam of light from beneath 
her fingers. 


“An old heirloom,” Winston said. “One of the jewels of the Queen’s 
family line, traditionally gifted to the eldest daughter on their tenth 
birthday. It was said to have healing properties, but... we never knew 
it could do something like this.” 


Teepo leaned in close enough that his nose was almost touching 
Lina’s hands, studying the sparkling gemstone. 


“How badly was she hurt?” Rei asked. 

“Run through the chest with a sword,” the Captain said 
dispassionately. “She should have been dead before she hit the 
ground.” 


Rei swore under his breath; Teepo didn’t bother with the ‘under his 
breath’ part. “We'll find something,” he said. “Right, Rei?” 


Rei hesitated. “I’m worried about Ryu,” he admitted. 


“Don’t worry,” Teepo told him. “Every Knight in the kingdom will be 
looking for him. He'll be fine. Lina’s counting on us.” 


“... right.” Rei took a deep breath as he fought the urge to pace. 
“Uh... do you have any idea where to start?” 


“Lina was going west to visit some famous wizard, right?” Teepo 
said. “That sounds like a good place to start, if we’re looking for 
magic items.” 


Rei’s story was interrupted by our arrival at my bedroom. He did his 
best not to jostle me as he pushed the door open, then walked over 
and lay me down in bed. 


“Thank you,” | said sincerely. “For everything.” 


“It's nothing, your highness,” Rei said, not meeting my eyes as he 
moved away. 


“Please, call me Lina,” | said. “If anyone has earned the right to call 
me by name, it would be you.” 


“| didn’t do much,” he mumbled. 
“Still.” 


From the way he was acting, he was blushing fiercely under all that 
fur. “If you say so... Princess Lina.” 


It was a Start. “Thank you, Sir Rei,” | replied, causing him to cringe at 
the title. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else... but he 
hadn't moved from the corner he’d retreated to after setting me 
down. “Is something the matter?” 


“No, no...” He gave up the lie quickly. “Sorry, your highness, it’s just 
that... | grew up a thief, you know?” Rei fidgeted as he spoke, 
rubbing the back of his neck as he focused on a spot on the floor. 
“Feels like | shouldn't even be talking to you... not without a set of 
bars in the way.” 


| smiled at him, not that he was looking at me to see it. “Even after all 
this time?” | asked. 


“We didn’t speak much for most of it...” 


That was a fair point. “Well, if there is anything | can do to put your 
mind at ease, you need only ask.” Which brought to mind another 
question. “Why are you still in my room, if you’re not comfortable 
speaking with me? Not that | mind the company, of course, but you 
seem troubled.” To put it lightly. 


“Huh? Oh, right, heh.” Rei fidgeted harder. “King says that now that 
I’m a Knight, I’m gonna be your bodyguard. Uh, if you don’t mind.” 


“Not at all,” | assured him. “Although if you’re uncomfortable, | could 
ask Father to find a different task...” 


“No, no,” he said quickly, hands raised to dispel my suggestion. 
“Wouldn’t want him to think | can’t do my job.” 


“If you’re sure...” | said. “Well, I’m not going to be leaving the castle 
anytime soon... oh, dear, he wants you to bodyguard me even in the 
castle, doesn’t he?” 


“Well... yes.” 


Great. No chance I’m going to convince him otherwise after | was 
nearly stabbed to death right under the guards’ noses. | sighed, 
letting my head flop back against the pillow. “Well, you can carry me 
around, | guess.” 


| realized how dismissive that sounded the moment | said it, and 
Opened my mouth to take it back- 


“Yeah,” Rei said, sounding more comfortable than he had since I'd 
woken. “I can do that, your highness! | don’t know much about 
guarding or knighting... but | won’t mess up carrying stuff! Er, not 
that you’re stuff, of course.” 


-but in the end | held my tongue. 
Success? 
=43XS=XS=X--2 


The rest of the day passed at a glacial pace, due in large part to how 
delicately everyone was treating me. The worst part was that they 
weren't wrong to do so; being in a coma for four months-even a 
magical coma-did not leave one in the best of shape. 


Being treated like an invalid still stung. Rei was called on to move 
me from the bed to a chair for supper like | was a lifeless doll. Dora 
insisted on feeding me by hand, not even letting me try to hold the 
spoon. It took the two of them and four maids working together to 
dress me in my nightgown because they insisted | not try anything so 
strenuous as standing, even with help. Dora wouldn’t even let me 
read to myself, and her slow, methodical murder of anything 
approaching proper pacing was just as intolerable as it had been 
when | was too young to read my own books... which is why | 
elected to spend my time listening to Rei, instead. 


“We left the moment the servants finished packing,” Rei continued. 
“Teepo seemed to think you’d drop dead at any moment, even after 
the healers explained your... uh... condition. 


“The trip west was... well, it was pretty normal. Plenty of monsters in 
the way, of course, but nothing worth remembering. Then we got 
close to Syn City...” 
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The roads west of Wyndia had been empty for most of the journey, 
but as they approached the Dauna foothills, traffic began to appear. 
Ox-drawn carts lumbered about, bringing supplies to the mine and 
tradesmen back to the city, while foot traffic kept to the sides of the 
road, steering clear of the heavy wagons lest someone lose a toe. 


Even that wasn’t enough once they got to the crossroads to Syn City, 
the traffic growing so thick those on foot were pushed off the road 
entirely. A few children, urchins mostly, dared to dart between the 
wagons, laughing as they weaved recklessly through the legs of the 
burdened beasts, to the annoyance and frustration of the wagon 
drivers. 


“Ack!” one kid-a boy not even Teepo’s age-cried as he smacked into 
Rei. “Oops, sorry mister!” He dusted himself off and made to resume 
his game when Rei grabbed him by the collar. 


“You can’t hustle a hustler, kid,” Rei told him. 
“Huh?” the boy asked, squirming as he tried to escape Rei’s grip. 


“Bumping into someone like that is the oldest trick in the book. Now 
gimme my wallet back.” 


“| dunno what you’re talking about!” 
“You picked my pocket.” 


“| didn’t pick your pocket!” the kid protested. “She did!” He pointed 
across the road to where the girl he’d been playing with was 
watching the whole scene unfold. On cue, she reached into her 
blouse and pulled out the wallet, waving it in the air before dashing 
down the road. 


“Get back here!” Teepo yelled as he set off after her, and Rei was 
only a second behind, shoving the distraction away without a second 
thought. 


The first boy watched them go, then sighed in relief as he pulled 
Rei’s actual wallet out of his shirt. “Oldest trick in the book, he says,” 
the kid muttered as he counted the money. “Old cat has some new 
tricks to learn!” 


Laughing to himself, the kid walked calmly back towards Syn City, 
already daydreaming about what he and his friends would buy with 
the windfall-and what a windfall it was! He’d have to get Suzie 
something nice. 
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“Where’d your friend go?” Rei demanded, holding the real distraction 
upside down by her ankles. 


“Hey!” the girl whined. “Let me go, you big meanie! | don’t have your 
money!” 


“I can see that!” Rei had already shaken everything out of her 
pockets, as the pile of empty wallets of various sizes and colors 
under her could attest, but he shook her again for emphasis. “You 
pulled a shell game on us, and a pretty slick one too... but you still 
stole our money, and we want it back!” 


“Well, | wanna eat tonight,” the urchin said, crossing her arms 
stubbornly. 


“They must be meeting in the city,” Teepo said. “Nowhere else to 
spend the money around here.” 


“What’s your friend’s name?” Rei asked. 
“Go stuff yourself, fuzzball.” 


He shook her again, but it failed to jar loose the information he 
wanted. 


=X S=KXK SSX == 


“We tracked down the kid,” Rei said. “Took us all day, but we found 
him... and then the guards found us. Accused us of mugging the kid 
and threw us in jail! All the time | spent a thief, | never got caught 
once... but when / get hustled, they arrest me!” 


| wasn’t sure whether he was offended because he’d been robbed, 
because he’d been wrongly arrested, or because he’d only been 
arrested after he went straight. 


After thinking about it harder, | wasn’t sure why | tried to pick only 
one of those three. 


“What did you do?” 


“Waited for nightfall and picked the lock,” he said, like it was the 
simplest thing in the world. “I was listening to the guards going 
about, so | let us out during the shift change around midnight. We 
got out okay, even manage to steal my wallet back-empty, since the 
guards had pocketed the cash, but | did get it back. Problem was, 
Syn City shuts its gates overnight, so we were stuck in the city with 
no money and probably still wanted for robbery... which wasn’t a bad 
break, in the end, since we ended up meeting this guy...” 
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“Mighty kind of you boys to help an old man like myself,” the man 
said as Rei finished moving the last barrel into the building. “Those 
barrels are heavy as they look, and my back ain’t what it used to be.” 
Indeed, he walked with a noticeable stoop, despite the corded 
muscles clearly visible on his arms. 


“What’s in those things, anyway?” Teepo asked. 
“Flour.” The man pointed to the sign swinging over his door, where 
the words ‘Fresh Bread’ were barely visible in the light from the 


streetlamps. “Not many people wake up this early, | tell you, but we 
bakers always do.” 


“We’re up late, not early,” Rei said. “Now, uh...” 


“Of course, of course, come In.” 


The inside of the bakery was still dark; the kitchen empty. “You're 
free to rest here ’til dawn, but then we'll want to catch a few hours of 
sleep ourselves,” the man said as he led the pair to a row of cots 
near the back of the building. “Baking won't start for hours yet, so it’ll 
be nice an quiet.” 


“Why are you already here, then?” Teepo asked. 


“Got to get things ready, of course! Many thanks for your help with 
that, by the way.” 


“All in a day’s work,” Rei said, dusting his hands off emphatically. 


“Or a night’s work, hah!” The man seemed very proud of his joke. 
“What brings a couple boys like you to Syn City, anyway?” 


“We're on a quest,” Teepo said proudly. “Someone we know was 
badly hurt, and we’re trying to find something to help them.” 


“Hurt too bad for healing magicks?” the baker asked. “Must be 
serious. What sort of thing are you looking for?” 


Teepo deflated at the question. “We don’t know,” he admitted, “but 
there must be something that can help.” 


“What about you?” Rei asked. “You're not from around here, are 
you?” 


“No, indeed!” the man agreed. “I came to Syn City from the Wastes, 
many years ago. It had been a bad year. Not enough rain meant not 
enough grass for our herd or beasts for our hunters. We couldn’t 
feed everyone, so we drew lots and sent the unlucky ones south to 
labor here in the City. | was only your age, boy,” he told Teepo. 


“Only’ my age?” Teepo repeated indignantly. 


“What's life like in the Wastes?” Rei asked, elbowing his brother into 
silence. 


“It was a hard life. | mean, not that city living’s easy, but it’s a 
different sort of hard. We don’t have bakers up north, not in 
particular. Not enough people for that. Ma baked bread in the 
morning, mended clothes in the afternoon, and fletched arrows in the 
evening, and that was how it was done. ’Cept for the Elders, | 
suppose.” 


Rei followed the cue. “Who’re the Elders?” 


“Whoever’s old, of course! Hah!” Once again, their host was far too 
proud of a quip. “We don’t have any printing shops, neither,” he 
explained, “so you're told stories over and over ’til you know ’em like 
the back of your hand. Then, if you’re too old for harsher work and 
smart enough to remember all them stories, it gets to be your turn to 
do the telling. 


“The Elders know all sorts of things. Ancient stories and legends, 
how to spot the turning of the seasons and the signs of game, how to 
set bones or weave fabric... all passed down through the ages from 
parent to child.” He paused and scratched at his chin again before 
adding, “Might be they’d know something about legends of healing 
things and whatnot.” 


The man was already turning back towards the kitchens, so he 
missed Teepo coming to rapt attention at his words. “Well, you kids 
are probably tired, and | got more to do before the help arrives,” he 
said with a wave over his shoulder. “Sleep tight!” 


The boys did just that, sleeping very well indeed until it came time for 
the baker’s assistants to use the cots. Refreshed and with renewed 
hope, the pair stepped out of the bakery ready to face the day... 
directly into a group of guardsmen who were ‘gently’ extorting the 
baker for some of his fresh bread with pointed looks and talk of how 
awful it would be if such a lovely shop were burglarized. The very 
same guardsmen, in fact, who’d arrested the pair the previous 
evening. 


“Well, doesn’t this just beat all!” 


---X==X==X--- 
“They put a better lock on the cell this time,” Rei grumbled. 
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Finally... finally... it was time for bed. 


| sent Rei to guard the other side of the door with instructions that | 
was very tired, and not to be disturbed for any reason short of the 
palace burning down around me. Then it was just a matter of waiting 
for the sounds of humanity to fade into the nighttime silence before | 
rose from my bed and walked to the door. ‘Shambled’ to the door, 
really; if | didn’t have a baseline of perk-boosted strength and fitness, 
| probably would have had to crawl. 


| did make it to the door eventually, though, and opened it into the 
Warehouse medbay with a heavy sigh of relief. Halfway there. This 
has to be the first time I’ve ever wished my bedroom were smaller. 


Dragon greeted me with no small degree of concern. “Are you okay, 
Cass?” 


“Been better,” | panted. “I need the pod.” 


“It’s ready,” she said as the pod cover swung upward. “What 
happened?” 


“Stabbed, survived via coma, now weak and sickly.” 

“Oh, dear. Do you need help? | can call someone.” 

“| can walk,” | said, then added, “Barely.” 

“| see,” she said skeptically. “Well, I’m glad you're okay... ish.” 
“Me too.” /t would have been an awful way to leave everyone. | 


finally made it to the pod only to realize | couldn’t pull myself into it. 
“Uh... need a little help.” 


“Ah, hold on, let me see...” 


There was a moment’s pause before the pod lowered itself to the 
ground, letting me sort of... flop into it. 


“Thanks.” | might have said more, but the pod was already closing. It 
must have lulled me into some sort of dreamless sleep, because no 
sooner had the cover clicked closed than | was woken by the pod 
opening again. 


“Welcome back, Cass,” Dragon said. 

“Thanks. It’s good to be back.” | climbed out of the pod and 
stretched, enjoying how effortless it was to move-and talk. “How long 
did that take?” 

“You entered the warehouse five hours and forty eight minutes ago,” 
she said promptly, making me very glad I’d decided to do this 
overnight. “Wouldn't the pod have cured you of whatever put you in 
the coma in the first place?” 

That was a question I’d been avoiding. One of many questions I’d 
been avoiding, alongside ‘Why would an item that’s supposed to 
heal any wound leave me trapped in a magical coma?’ and ‘How did 
| manage to use it when it was in my pocket and my hands were 
bound?’ 

“| don’t know,” | said. “Maybe not. Maybe... is Max here?” 

“No, he’s out in the world.” 

| sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. “Damn.” 
“I'll tell him you want to talk.” 

“Thanks. And thank you for the help with the pod, as well.” 


“It's my pleasure,” Dragon said cheerfully. “Stay safe out there.” 


“l’m working on it, okay?” 


Chapter 69: Another Hero, Another Story 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 69: Another Hero, Another Story 


Morning came, and | had to decide how much (or little) | should 
disguise my overnight recovery. Turned out | didn’t have as much 
choice as | thought; Dora meant to see that | wouldn't lift so much as 
a finger in her presence, and gave me no opportunity at all to show 
off my newfound health short of shoving my way free of the people 
fussing over me. 


Breakfast was, overall, just as bad as the previous meal. My ‘supper’ 
had been nothing but broth, since Dora didn’t trust me to chew my 
food, and breakfast continued the tradition with a flavorful but entirely 
textureless paste that might have been appetizing if | hadn’t had the 
unwelcome thought that it was like oatmeal someone had already 
chewed. 


After eating my fill-and then some, because Dora insisted | needed 
plenty of food to recover my strength-I (verbally) prodded Rei into 
continuing his tale. He wasn’t a bad storyteller, but he didn’t have the 
greatest story to work with. Listening to him talk was exactly like 
watching a JRPG with all the gameplay cut out: talking, scene 
change, talking, scene change, and so on and so on. He didn’t even 
bother to describe the fights... actually, maybe he was a bad 
storyteller. Or maybe he’d been in so many fights he barely noticed 
them anymore. 


One of these days | was going to have to ask Management how 
genre conventions managed to translate into local realities like this. 
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The guards hadn't just used a better lock; they’d separated the boys, 
as well. Not that they could plan an escape anyway, since Rei 
couldn't bust the lock; it was just another annoyance, a way to 
punish the pair for getting out the first time. 


“Hey!” Rei called as a couple guards passed his cell. “How long are 
we in here for, anyway?” 


“As long as we want,” one guard said. “Our hospitality not good 
enough for you?” 


“Hospitality?” Rei scoffed, rattling the bars on his cell for emphasis. 
“You've been feeding me half a bowl of rice for three days! I’m 
wasting away, here!” 


“Oh, my apologies, mister cat,” the guard said. “Terribly sorry we 
haven't been providing you enough food. We'll get right on that.” 


The other guard nodded and headed off down the hallway for a 
moment before reappearing. “Here you go!” he cried, then threwa 
small pail’s worth of spoiled fruit into Rei’s face. The guards howled 
with laughter as Rei stood there seething, putrid juices dripping down 
his shirt. 


“Let’s go wind up the other one,” the first guard said, pulling his 
partner away. “He’s always worth a laugh when he gets mad!” 
Cackling, the pair disappeared from sight around the nearest corner. 


Rei sighed, then shook himself, transferring the mess from himself to 
the walls of his cell. “Ugh, that’s going to smell,” he grumbled. “At 
least Teepo’s okay, if he’s still healthy enough to play their games.” 
With nothing else to do, he went back to the lumpy mattress and lay 
down to try and sleep some more of his incarceration away. 


He’d just started to drift off when the two guards came back, 
laughing to themselves. “Hey, shrimp!” one guard yelled. “Heard you 
two were getting hungry!” 


There would be no sleep now. Rei got up and started pacing back 
and forth, scowling at the thought that Teepo was getting harassed 
because he couldn't keep his mouth shut. 

“Figured we'd prepare a little something special just for you!” 

It’s going to be another garbage pail. 


“Mmm,” the other guard said. “Doesn’t that smell gooooood?” 


It did, actually; some sort of stew. Rei didn’t care if it was stewed rat, 
he’d have eaten whatever was making that smell. 


“We should probably taste it,” the first guard said. “Wouldn’t want to 
serve anything but the best.” 


“Mmm. Sure tastes good to me.” 

“Oh, let me taste it. Best to be sure.” 

“Go ahead, my friend.” 

“Mmm. Yup. That’s good food.” 

“Are you sure? Let me try that again.” 

Ah. That’s their game. They were going to eat the whole thing while 
they made Teepo watch. Rei growled and tried to figure out a way to 
take his mind off that damned smell. 

“Mmm.” 


“Delicious.” 


“Quite so. | think we can be confident that this food is worthy of our 
prisoners.” 


“Ah, but there’s hardly any left now!” 


“Well, we must let him have the rest!” 


There was a meaty thwack of a bowl striking a head, an angry yell of 
pain, and then the wall exploded. The... whatever it was blew down 
the wall of Rei’s cell and took out the ceiling, too, which would have 
buried him in rocks and debris if not for reflexes an insensitive 
narrator might describe as ‘catlike’. As it was, Rei was still left 
choking on dust from the pulverized stone for a few moments before 
his vision and airway cleared enough for him to take stock of his new 
predicament. 


The cell he’d been in had, unsurprisingly, been mostly underground, 
but was now exposed to the air through the hole in the ceiling. Rei 
wasted no time clamoring up a fallen beam to ground level, and 
emerged into utter pandemonium. 


“What in the world is all this?” he asked himself as he watched the 
chaos unfold. “A riot? Did some wizard or tinker blow up a guardpost 
to make a statement?” 


As if in answer to his question, a shadow fell across him as 
something climbed free of the ruble he’d just escaped. Rei turned, 
Slowly, and found himself face to face with a demon out of myth. An 
honest-to-god dragon, and no small whelp, either; it was easily the 
size of a house. 


Luckily, the dragon had plenty of other things to worry about, like the 
guards that were trying very hard to muster up the courage to do 
anything at all about the giant monster that had just erupted into 
being. An unadvised crossbow bolt succeeded only in gaining its 
attention, and the dragon turned and charged, tossing people aside 
like marbles as it tore the shooter in half with a single snap of its 
jaws. 


Rei took another look at the rubble he’d climbed out of, compared it 
to his mental map of the building. ‘Erupted’ was exactly the right 
word to use; the jail cells had been smashed outwards from a single 
point. 


Teepo’s cell. 


A less credulous man might have doubted the evidence, but Rei had 
long known there was something odd about the boys he’d taken 
under his wing, and had seen things he considered far less likely 
than one of them being a dragon-like a gang of petty thieves earning 
themselves noble titles in all but name by rescuing a princess who’d 
just so happened to stumble by, for example. 


“Well, doesn’t this just beat all.” 


Rei had little care to help the guardsmen, but they weren’t the only 
ones at risk. The battle had already spilled out across two streets as 
more guards responded to the cries for help, and buildings were 
being flattened by the minute. And of course, there was Teepo 
himself, who needed to be anywhere but in the middle of a city at 
that moment. 


“The smart thing to do would be to run,” Rei said, more to himself 
than the dragon who was currently tearing apart a tailor’s shop to get 
at the guards who'd fled inside. “But I’m not a smart man, and you're 
not the only one with a neat transformation up your sleeve.” He 
hesitated then, looking at the people still trying to flee the scene. 


“Focus, Rei. Focus on the target. The people are distractions. The 
dragon’s your target. The people are distractions. The dragon’s your 
target...” 


And then the battle began. 
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Waking up from his... ability was normally as simple as finding 
himself out of things to hunt. In the normal course of things, it was 
accompanied by slight disorientation, a bit of soreness, and more 
than a little hunger. Unless he’d been injured in the fight, he’d feel 
fine. 


Waking up this time felt like the morning after he’d let one of the 
castle clerks talk him into picking the lock on the wine cellar. The lad 
had known exactly which casks of wine were cheap enough to not 
be missed, and the pair had drunk an entire barrel while laughing 
over their cleverness. Rei hadn’t felt very clever the next day, and he 
didn’t feel very clever now. 


“Mmmmhhhrrggghhh,” he groaned, blinking one eye at the far-too- 
bright sun overhead. A bit of dried blood from a cut on his forehead 
had stuck the other shut, which he solved with one hand as he 
glowered at the giant ball of pain-bearing light still ascending towards 
its zenith... well, in spirit. He had barely enough sense in his head at 
the moment not to glower directly at the sun. 


“Everything hurts,” he muttered as he stood up. “Where the blazes 
am I, anyway?” 


The answer was ‘a ditch’. The less immediate answer was ‘the dry, 
dusty foothills just south of Dauna Mine’. The more interesting 
answer was ‘Not in Syn City’, which was a relief. And the most 
important answer was ‘standing next to Teepo, who is also waking 


up’. 


“Mmmhhhhrrrgghhh,” Teepo groaned, sitting up in the dirt a few 
paces away. “I feel like | got run over by every wagon in Wyndia.” He 
shook his head to clear the cobwebs out, then stood and took stock 
of his surroundings. “What happened?” 


“What's the last thing you remember?” Rei asked. 

“We were in jail... it all sort blurred together after the first day, so...” 
Teepo shuffled awkwardly, wincing as he moved sore muscles. “How 
did we get out here?” 


“You don’t remember anything?” Rei pressed. 


“| remember plenty!” Teepo said. “Just... not recently.” 


“Right...” Rei paused, trying to decide how much to say. “We 
escaped during a dragon attack.” 


“... a dragon attack,” Teepo repeated. 


“Yes.” Rei rubbed his neck as he worked on finding a way to explain 
without sounding like a madman-or revealing to Teepo that he’d 
likely killed dozens of people in blind rage. He was saved the trouble 
when another voice entered the conversation-his stomach. “Ah, heh, 
guess I’m hungry.” 


“Those guards took all our stuff,” Teepo complained. “We didn’t get it 
back on our way out?” 


“We were kinda in a rush...” 


“Must’ve been,” Teepo muttered. “The mine’s not too far. Think 
they’d feed us?” 


Rei shrugged. “It’s worth a shot.” 
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“Found ’em hiking up the path from Syn,” one miner explained to the 
others. “Looked like they’d been roughed up pretty bad.” 


“I'll say,” the foreman agreed, glancing up from the paper he was 
reading. “More refugees... just our luck.” 


“Can hardly turn ’em away,” the miner said. “They’s lucky to escape. 
Hope that thing don’t come sniffing around up here.” 


Another miner spoke up. “As if the trouble last year wasn’t bad 
enough, now there’s a full grown one running about? What’s gonna 
happen to us next?” He shivered, eyes darting around the room. 


“World’s ending, | say,” an old miner said, eyes not leaving the block 
of wood he’d been slowly reducing to shavings with a pocket knife. 
“Bad omens for bad times.” 


“One dragon ain't gonna end the world,” the foreman scolded him. 
“Took all of ’em to try that, didn’t it?” 


Rei and Teepo chose that moment to enter the common room. The 
pair had been able to sponge themselves and their clothes free of 
dust and blood, and were now cleaner than they’d been before 
arriving at Syn City-not that that said much, as they'd been on the 
road for a full week by that point. 


“What’s this about a dragon?” Teepo asked. 


“Dragon tore up Syn City,” the foreman said, then nodded his head 
at a man sitting in the corner. “Tell ’em what you saw, Smith.” 


“| was near the city gates last night,” the man-Smith-said, “when a 
dragon came roaring through. | heard it before | saw it. It was huge! 
Large enough to crush buildings underfoot, black as night, and 
raging mad!” 


“How do | not remember any of this?” Teepo grumbled. “We must've 
been in the city at the time.” 


“You forgot about a dragon attack?” the old miner asked. “What sort 
of rock you got in your skull, boy?” 


“| did get hit on the head real hard,” Teepo admitted, rubbing the 
lump on his head with a wince. 


Smith wasn’t done yet. “Wasn’t just a dragon, either... it was fighting 
some sort of beast as it went. Big cat-like monster, larger than 
anything | ever saw, and still too small to get its jaws around the 
dragon’s neck! Some of the guards tried to stand their ground, but 
most fled out the gates, curfew be damned, and | followed. Ain’t 
nothing in Syn City worth facing a dragon for.” 


“Shouldn’t’ve come here,” the twitchy miner muttered. “Got dragons 
here, too.” 


“More dragons?” Rei asked. 

“One of the deep digs unearthed a dragon whelp late last year,” the 
first miner to have spoken explained. “Killed a couple people before 
we managed to wrangle it.” 

“Same one, do you think?” Teepo asked. 


“Dunno. That one was green, and right tiny. Do dragons change 
color?” 


The question was met with shrugs. 

“Dragons and chrysm,” the twitchy man muttered. “S’all related, | 
say. Only a matter of time ‘fore the biggun comes ‘round here. 
Looking for its kind, maybe.” 


The old man finally looked up from his carving to address Rei. “Say, 
ain't you that monster hunter?” he asked. “Heard tell of a cat-man 
clearing out a nest south o’ the river bend last month.” 


“Yeah, that was me,” Rei said. 


“Fine work, that.” The miner paused to shave off another sliver of 
wood. “You reckon you can hunt a dragon?” 


Rei shook his head. “I don’t think-” 


“We can,” Teepo interrupted. “You took care of worse things on your 
own, right? Two of us, no problem.” 


“What about the... the thing we’re looking for?” 


“There’s a dragon on the loose!” Teepo said. “The least we can do is 
keep our eyes open on the road.” 


“Be right ’preciative if you did,” the foreman said. “Last thing we need 
is more trouble ‘round here.” 


Rei sighed. “Right. Well, thank you for the hospitality.” 
“We'll come back if we find that dragon,” Teepo promised. 
Rei sighed again. 

oe a) Gay Ce 


The miners had been generous enough to give them a few day’s 
supplies on credit alone, and so Rei wrote out a note of debt that 
would, in theory, transfer a sum of money to the holder if presented 
in Wyndia. In reality, he expected he would have to return and pay 
the debt himself; it was a long way for someone to travel just to cash 
a check. 


For obvious reasons, there were no further dragon sightings while 
the pair walked south in search of the wizard they’d come all this 
way to find, a little more than a day’s journey south and east from the 
mine. The hut, it turned out, was empty, the reason spelled out ona 
crudely painted sign hung on the door. 


GONE TO WYNDIA 
RETURN UNCERTAIN 
DIRECT INQUIRIES ELSEWHERE 


“Well, doesn't this just beat all?” Rei grumbled. “What’re we gonna 
do now? Back to Wyndia?” 


“And waste all the time we spent getting here?” Teepo asked. “The 
King'll ask him ‘bout it anyway. There’s gotta be more to do before 
we head back. What about the wastes up north? The Elders?” 


Rei shrugged. “It’s the only lead we have. The checkpoint shouldn't 
be a problem, since the king gave us... a... passport...” 


There was a long, awkward pause. 


“It was in your wallet, wasn’t it?” Teepo asked. 
“Yeah...” 


The pair glanced west, in the direction of Syn City. It wasn’t visible 
from where they stood, but its presence was clearly felt. 


“We're gonna have to go back there, aren’t we?” 


“Yeah...” 


The mine was nominally two day’s travel from Syn City, but it took 
Rei and Teepo three to retrace their steps. Part of the delay was due 
to Teepo’s insistence on looking for any dragon tracks in the dry dirt, 
but most of the slow pace was the fault of the unusually large 
number of monsters running amok. 


“Those miners weren't the only thing that dragon spooked,” Teepo 
said as they finally approached the gates of Syn City. “All the 
monsters around here are going nuts.” 


“They do that anytime something weird happens,” Rei said. 
“Speaking of weird, what’s going on now?” 


Teepo opted to state the obvious. “Looks like a festival.” 

Confused, the pair wandered into the city, looking around at the 
colorful banners and music. “What’s all this?” Rei asked a woman 
loitering next to a sign advertising a tavern. 

“It's a celebration, of course!” she said with exaggerated cheer. “The 
governor has declared a festival to celebrate the brave guardsmen of 
our city driving away a dragon! Our beer is half off all week!” 

He thanked her, and the pair continued their walk. 


“That’s not how | remember it,” Rei muttered. 


“| don’t remember it at all,” Teepo grumbled. “Wait, look over there...” 


Rei followed his gaze through the crowd to where a guardsman was 
pushing his way through. “That’s the guy who arrested us,” Rei 
realized. 


“Yeah. | bet if we follow him, we'll find all the stuff they stole!” 


“Careful,” Rei reminded Teepo as they meandered through the crowd 
in their target’s general direction. They had to increase the distance 
between themselves and the unwary guard as he moved farther from 
the main thoroughfare and the crowds began to thin; before long, 
there weren't enough people around to disguise their pursuit, and 
they had to wait for the man to turn a corner before dashing down 
the street after him. 


If their target Suspected anything, he hadn’t shown any sign of it by 
the time he entered a small house on a narrow back street. The pair 
waited a few moments, and when he didn’t come out again, Rei 
picked the lock and let himself in. 


To their good luck, the man was alone in what appeared to be his 
own home, sitting in a chair with his back to the door. Rei crossed 
the distance between them in silence before clamping one hand over 
the man’s mouth, the other at his throat. The book he’d been reading 
hit the rug with a soft thump. 


“Here’s how this is going to work,” he whispered. “You are going to 
tell us where our stuff is, and then we are going to take it and leave. 
If you make this easy, you'll be alive when we do. Otherwise...” Rei 
shifted his grip just a hair, allowing his claws to dig unpleasantly into 
the guard’s face, just barely not breaking the skin. “Understand?” 


“Mmhmph.” 
“Where’s our traveling supplies?” 


“Mm mhmph.” 


Teepo opened the chest near the empty fireplace and unloaded their 
packs. 


“And the wallet you confiscated?” 
“Mmphmrmph.” 


Teepo walked over to a chest of drawers and opened it up. “It’s not 
here.” 


Rei let one claw draw a tiny bead of blood. 
“Mmmmhmmrrrrrmph!” 


Teepo pulled the drawer all the way out and removed the false 
bottom. “Passport’s still inside,” he confirmed, “but not the money.” 


“Where’s the money?” Rei asked. 

“MmmMmmmrrrmmmph!” 

“Want to rethink that?” 

“)...mmrrrmmph.” 

Teepo headed into the next room, returning a moment later with a 
small purse. “This is about what we had before,” he told Rei and his 


hostage. “We're only taking what was ours, all right?” 


“Yeah,” Rei agreed. “No need to make trouble, right? We're not 
stealing, are we?” 


“Nnamph.” 


“And you’re not going to do anything stupid like make a big scene 
when we leave, right? Not going to embarrass yourself by telling 
everyone how you got caught like a turkey by a couple country 
bumpkins?” 


“Nnannmph!” 
“Great.” He released his grip on the poor guard. “Let’s go.” 
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“That was easy,” Teepo said as they shut the door behind them. 
“Almost makes me want to stay for the festival.” 


“That guard’s gonna make trouble for us if we stay,” Rei said. 


“Course. And we got a quest to do! That’s why | said almost.” Teepo 
sighed. “Let’s get out of here.” 


It wasn’t hard to retrace their steps, but it was slow going as they 
pushed through the milling fairgoers near the boulevard leading 
through the center of town. The main street had been closed in 
preparation for a parade, forcing them to detour through densely 
packed side streets instead of taking the direct path. The detour 
gave the pair an opportunity to restock their supplies with the money 
they’d ‘recovered’ from the guard, so it wasn’t solely a burden, but 
Teepo was nearly vibrating with energy by the time they made it 
through the crowd. 


The gates were in sight when they came face to face with two people 
they hadn't expected to see again. 


“Hey!” Sunder yelled. “It’s that cat from the mountain! And the other 
kid!” 


“Get them, you idiot!” Balio yelled, already putting his words into 
action. “This is their fault, too!” 


Rei didn’t waste any time asking what he was being blamed for. 
“Run!” 


What followed was a chase sequence across rooftops and washing 
lines that ended with Rei and Teepo hiding in a parade float in the 


middle of a riot. The two managed to stealthily steer the float out of 
the city in the chaos, and fled north to the checkpoint while Syn 
burned to the ground for the second time in a week due to their 
antics. 


It was a terrible place anyway. 
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“Yup,” the guard manning the checkpoint said. “That’s the King’s 
Writ, all right. You know your way around the Wastes?” 


“What do you mean?” Rei asked. 


“It's almost a desert up there,” the guard said. “You can find water 
easy enough if you stick to the edge, but don’t go trying to cross the 
center without a guide.” 


“The locals are generally happy to help if you’ve got something to 
trade,” another guard chimed in. 


“We'll keep that in mind. Thanks for the warning.” Rei returned the 
passport to his wallet, and he and Teepo stepped through the gate. 
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The Dauna Region was mostly badlands, more bare dirt than shrub, 
but the Great Wastes truly lived up to their name; there was 
something about the uniformity of the Wastes that made it feel 
emptier and more barren than the foothills of Dauna. The only ‘good’ 
news was that the region was mostly bare of monsters, though the 
ones they did encounter were a cut above the fodder they’d fought 
south of the border. 


Rei and Teepo stuck to the edge of the Wastes, as the guard had 
advised; they weren't looking to cross the badlands in the first place. 
It took them four days of wandering before they finally got lucky and 
stumbled into the camp of one of the nomad tribes. 


“Welcome!” one of the nomads called as the pair came into camp. 
“Travelers seeking to cross the wastes? If you need a guide, we 
would be happy to assist.” 


“No, nothing like that,” Rei said. “We’re not traveling... we actually 
wanted to see your Elders.” 


“The Elders?” the man asked cautiously. “Why?” 


“We’re trying to find a way to heal our friend,” Teepo piped up. “We 
were hoping they would know some way to help...” 


“Ah, yes, | see,” the man said, nodding. “The Elders are certainly the 
right people to ask. Come, | will introduce you.” He turned and 
headed deeper into the camp, leading the boys to a tent near the 
center of the encampment. “Please, wait here,” he said, then ducked 
into the tent. 


It didn’t take long. “The Elders cannot see you today,” he said sadly. 
“However, you are welcome to stay with us until they are ready.” 


“Why not?” Teepo demanded. 

“The Elders are busy,” the man said. “They will not see you today.” 
“Tomorrow?” 

“Maybe,” he said. “They will decide then.” The man offered them a 
smile as he added, “You are welcome to stay with us as long as it 
takes, of course.” 

“Of course,” Teepo grumbled. 

---X==X==X--- 

The Elders did not see the pair the next day, but they did on the one 


after that. The same man led the pair back to the tent, but this time 
he held the flap open for them to enter. 


The Elders numbered two, though a third space was kept empty. 
“Ah, visitors,” the central Elder-a woman whose eyes were white with 
cataracts-said, smiling at the pair. “You have traveled far to visit us. 
Tell us, what wisdom do you seek from such a journey?” 


Teepo stepped forward. “One of our friends was nearly killed, but a 
magic gemstone saved her life... sort of. She’s in some sort of near- 
death sleep, and no amount of healing will cure her. Please, if you 
know of any magic that would help, tell us.” 

The two Elders exchanged glances. 

“This is not a matter for herbs and poultices,” the blind Elder said. 


“Tell of us this magic gem,” the other Elder-a man in loose green 
robes-said. 


Teepo cleared his throat, and did his best to describe the gem he’d 
seen clutched in Lina’s hands. 


“Interesting...” the blind Elder said. “Alas, | cannot say for certain 
what sort of magic you speak of.” 


“He might know,” the other suggested, nodding at the empty space. 
“Legends and magic were always his forte... which is why he is not 
here.” 

The blind Elder nodded. “I am sorry, travelers, but it seems the one 
you seek is elsewhere. Our third member has climbed the nearby 
mountain to commune with the spirits.” 

“Well, when will he be back, then?” Teepo asked. 


The Elders exchanged another glance. “He will return when he is 
done,” the male Elder said. 


“Then we'll go see him, then,” Teepo declared. 


“You should not disturb him...” 


“Peace,” the blind one said, raising a hand to quell the argument. 
“Let the young man fulfill his quest. Perhaps the spirits will answer 
his question, as well.” 

The other Elder bowed his head in acknowledgment. “As you say.” 


“Go well, young ones,” the blind Elder said, “and may you find what 
you seek.” 
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“Oh, sure,” Rei complained, “we'll just go see him, then. We'll just 
climb the mountain for a chat.” 


“He’s... an... Elder...” Teepo panted. “He... climbed... this... too...” 
“How?” 

It was a fair question. The boys had spent two days hiking up narrow 
ridges that didn’t warrant the term ‘path’, and they were still hours 
from the summit. Ironically, the hardest part of the climb was the flat 
plateaus, which were teeming with monsters that had likely not been 
disturbed in ages. 

“Maybe... he... didn’t... climb... all... the... way...” 


“They said he was at the top,” Rei said, wiping sweat off his brow. 
“It’s not like there’s a lift, is there?” 


“If he... can do it... So can we...” 
“Right, of course. Shall we go?” 
“... need... a minute...” 
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The top of the mountain (Rei hadn’t gotten the name) was another 
large, flat plateau, sloping slightly south-eastward. Their goal was on 


the highest point, legs crossed in the lotus position, looking out to the 
north and west. Surprisingly, he was no less old than the other two, 
though he was clearly in good health to have climbed the mountain 
at all. 


Teepo had only just come into easy speaking range when the man 
spoke. 


“| Suppose you two are to blame for the ruckus I’ve been dealing with 
these last couple days?” he said irritably. 


“What do you mean?” Rei asked. 


“You two stormed up here with all the grace of newborn calves,” the 
Elder grumbled. “All that violence... what a mess you made of the 
place! The spirits are too agitated to offer a lick of Sense, now.” He 
stood up and turned to face the pair, a stormy expression on his 
face. 


“Uh... sorry?” 

“Sorry? | bet you are!” The Elder folded his arms in clear 
disapproval. “Might have been able to help with that quest of yours if 
| had a moment’s peace.” 

“How do you know about our quest?” Teepo asked. 

“Spirits warned me you were coming,” the Elder said. “Searching for 
something, aren’t you? Didn’t learn much more before you made a 
shambles of things, alas.” 


“We're very sorry,” Rei repeated. “You can, uh, tell the spirits that, if 
they ask. But we actually had a question for you...” 


“Well, I've got a question for the spirits, and you can wait until | get 
an answer,” the Elder said crossly. 


“How long is that going to take?” Teepo asked. 


“As long as it takes the spirits to settle down and answer me, plus 
however long you keep talking.” 


“Is there anything we can do to help?” Rei asked. “To... make up for 
things?” 


The Elder scratched his chin. “Might be,” he said. “You'll have to go 
to Mount Orreg and retrieve an old statue of the spirit of magic from 
the cave at the top. Bring me the idol, and we'll talk.” With that, he 
returned to his meditative pose. “Well? Get going!” 


“Another mountain,” Teepo groaned. 
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The trip out to Mount Orreg was long, but not terribly harsh, as it was 
one of the southmost mountains and thus still on the relatively fertile 
edge of the steppes. The trip up the mountain was harder; it was a 
smaller mountain than the last one, but far steeper, and rest only 
came after dispatching whatever creatures were already on the few 
outcropping of rock large enough to stand on. 


The final challenge was a giant Roc napping at the entrance of the 
cave the pair needed to enter. The massive, eagle-like bird had a 
wingspan of more than forty feet, and put up a nasty fight before 
finally retreating. After that, Rei had expected another drafty cavern 
full of monsters, but the cave was both well lit, small, and free of 
enemies, so they were able to retrieve the idol and descend the 
mountain without issue. He’d made the mistake of assuming their 
latest ‘adventure’ was nearly over. 


Two days later, the Roc found them in the middle of an open field. 
They’d been able to fight it when it had been limited by the mountain 
at its back; in the open, it could divebomb them with impunity, and all 
the pair could do is run. So run they did... and duck, and dive, and 
occasionally roll as the giant raptor from hell harried them for several 
hours. It may well have kept them running until they collapsed, had 
fate not intervened. 


“Hail, travelers!” a feminine voice called out from the distance. “Need 
a hand?” 


“Obviously!” Teepo yelled back as he narrowly dodged a talon 
seeking his head. 


“Excellent!” 


The stranger raised a tube to the sky, staring at the Roc down its 
length as the bird circled back for another run. As it came in for the 
final approach, a flame roared from the end of the woman’s weapon. 
The effect was immediate; the Roc was engulfed in flames, and 
came tumbling to earth, nearly flattening Rei in the process as it 
churned up the ground for a few dozen feet before coming to rest not 
far from its killer. 


The two boys approached cautiously, not sure exactly what sort of 
weird technology had come to their rescue. Considering that it was 
clearly some strange technomancy at play, it was hardly a surprise 
the stranger was a Grassrunner, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail 
to reveal a pair of tufted canine ears. “A pleasure to meet you!” she 
called, waving frantically as the boys drew closer. “I’m Deidre, 
Junktown’s foremost tinker!... according to me, anyway.” Deidre 
smiled, resting her weapon on her shoulder. 


“Rei, and my brother, Teepo,” Rei replied. “... of Wyndia, | guess?” 


“Not so local yourselves, then,” she said. “What’d you do to attract a 
bird like that?” 


“We woke it up.” 


“Huh.” The self-professed tinker shrugged. “Well, | guess it must 
have been pretty mad about that.” 


“Not as mad as it is now!” Teepo cried, backpedaling from where 
he’d been unwisely poking the fallen bird. One of its wings was in 


tatters, but it was still very much alive, and exactly as angry as 
Teepo described. 


The following battle was messy and thoroughly unpleasant for all 
involved, but now that the Roc couldn’t fly, the outcome was 
inevitable. When it finally fell still again, it began crumbling into 
sparkling dust, as monsters did when they died. 


“Whew,” Deidre muttered as she wiped her brow. “It was really mad.” 
No one saw any reason to contradict her. 


“SO, what are you two doing in the middle of nowhere, anyway?” she 
asked. 


“Running an errand so that one of the Elders will answer a question,” 
Teepo summarized. 


“What about yourself?” Rei asked. 


“Well, like | said...” Deidre returned to the pose she’d stuck before, 
weapon on her shoulder. “I’m Deidre, Junktown’s foremost tinker!... 
and I’m doing my best to get back to Junktown in one piece.” 


“Where’s that?” 


“It’s far to the east, near Urkan Tapa,” she said. “You know, across 
the Inner Sea?” 


Rei did not know, but he got the idea. “How did you end up all the 
way out here?” 


Deidre sighed. “It’s a long story... but | suppose telling it will be good 
practice. I'll need a good sob story to get through the border without 
any papers.” 


The boys exchanged a glance. “You know,” Rei said, “you really got 
us out of a pickle with that bird... and our passport doesn’t mention 
how many people we have...” 


The woman's ears perked straight up. “You'll help me get through the 
checkpoint?” 


Rei glanced at Teepo for confirmation, then said, “Sure. It’s no 
bother.” 


“Oh, thank you!” she gushed. “I Swear on my pride as a mechanic, I'll 
do whatever | can to repay you!” 


[DEIDRE has joined the party!] 
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Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 70: Unwelcome Answers 


All told, the diversion to Mount Orreg took three weeks, plus a few 
extra days searching for the tribe’s new campsite during which 
Deidre and the boys swapped stories of how they’d come to the 
Wastes. 


“Here,” Teepo said, presenting the lamia idol to the three assembled 
Elders with poorly disguised frustration. “We've retrieved the statue. 
Will you help us now?” 


The Elder from the mountain stood up to accept the item. “You 
actually got it,” he said as he turned the idol over in his hands. “Huh. 
I'll have to find a place for this in my bags.” 


“You didn’t even want it?!” Teepo blurted. 


“| just wanted you two too busy to bother me,” the Elder said with a 
shrug. “I figured you’d give up and come back in a week.” He passed 
the idol to the blind Elder, who was seated next to him, then stepped 
forward. “Il am Bard, and you, my friends, have impressed me. And 
that calls for celebration! Come, we can talk while we eat.” 


“But...” 


“All in good time, my friend!” Bard insisted. “You are hungry as well, 
are you not?” 


“Well, yes,” Rei admitted, which was all the permission Bard needed 
to drag them off towards the cooking area in the center of the camp, 


where a dozen people were hard at work finishing the preparation of 
the evening meal. 


As he'd predicted, the four of them talked as they ate-or rather, three 
of them did; Deidre remained silent, having only recently heard the 
story herself. Bard demanded the full story of the quest, starting all 
the way back at the first time Teepo and Rei met the Princess. The 
intervening months and the sudden shock of her injury, the journey 
west, the misadventures in Syn City, their wanderings in the Wastes, 
and finally scaling Mount Orreg in search of a trinket with no real 
value of its own just for the chance to learn if there was any hope at 
all. 


Only once the story was finished did Bard deign to listen to the 
actual question, quizzing Teepo in detail about every aspect of the 
Gem. 


“| believe | Know the gem you speak of,” Bard said, once the telling 
was done. “That is a Moon Tear, a powerful artifact descended from 
the heavens. Strange; most stories agree that such a gem can cure 
any injury short of death in an instant. | cannot imagine what would 
cause the state of ‘half-death’ you describe.” 


“Maybe it’s because the Princess was too close to dying,” Rel 
suggested. 


“| cannot say,” Bard answered. “However, if her injury were truly too 
grievous for a Moon Tear to heal... | do not Know of a greater power 
to try, short of another Tear.” 

“Are there other Tears?” Teepo asked. 


“Yes, of course. A Tear can heal only once; once used, it cracks or 
shatters.” 


“Where can we find one?” 


Bard paused. “I am sorry,” he said. “There, | cannot help. | have 
never seen one with my own eyes. When my grandfather was a 
babe, a young lad found a tear in the chamber at Mount Orreg. It 
was such a momentous occasion that the man returned to build a 
shrine there... the one you so expertly looted, in fact.” He blew out a 
breath that was half laughter, half sigh. “It’s said they offered the 
gem to the spirits, and so were spared the droughts that ravaged the 
land a generation ago, and the plague a generation before that. If the 
spirits still have it, they will not say.” 


“But there are others out there, somewhere,” Teepo insisted. 


“There are. Some say a Tear falls every year, on the last full moon of 
summer... though where each one lands, who can say?” 


There was a long pause as the three of them digested the 
conversation... and the food. 


“Did you ever get an answer to your question?” Rei asked. 


“| did, of a sort,” Bard said. “Many of our cattle grew sick of late, and 
| sought the spirits for answers. They brought me the sound of the 
sea; a cleansing sound, water washing away impurity.” 


“So you need to wash the animals?” Teepo asked. 


“So literal,” Bard tutted. “No, it was nothing so simple... but my 
question was answered, as was yours.” 


There was another pause before the Elder stood up from the table. “1 
imagine impatient youngsters like you three will be leaving early,” he 
said. “I wish you luck in your journey. You are fine men, to go so far 

for another, and | would welcome you to my table should you return.” 


“It’s a long way from Wyndia,” Rei said, “but perhaps we'll have 
business near Dauna again.” 


“| will remember you fondly regardless,” Bard said. “Now, these old 
bones must rest. Safe travels, my friends.” 


It took another week to get back to the checkpoint. As Rei had said, 
the writ of passage had no limits on the size of the party, and the 
three travelers were able to pass through into western Wyndia 
without issue. No sooner had they cleared the gate than they founda 
familiar face. 


“Marco!” Teepo called. “What are you doing here?” 


“Dragon hunting!” Marco called back. “Did you hear about the attack 
on Syn City?” 


“We more than heard about it,” Rei grumbled. 
“Any luck?” Teepo asked. 


“None,” Marco admitted. “It’s like it just disappeared after it was 
done.” 


“Weird,” Rei said with what little conviction he could muster. 


“There are only so many places for a dragon to hide,” Marco replied 
with a shrug. 


“Sure.” Rei looked at anything except Teepo. 
“Now, what were you boys doing in the Wastes?” 


“Looking for clues,” Teepo said. “Remember the girl we were with, 
last winter?” 


“Princess Lina?” Marco asked, oblivious to any pretense that it 
hadn't been the Crown Princess. 


“Err... yes. She was gravely injured, and we’re trying to find a way to 
heal her. Have you ever heard of a Moon Tear?” 


“The healing stones said to fall from the last moon of the summer?” 


“Yes!” Teepo was nearly vibrating with excitement at having found 
someone who had any idea what he was looking for. “We need to 
find one to heal her! Do you know where to look?” 


Marco rubbed his chin in thought. “If | were looking for a magical 
item from the heavens,” he mused, “I’d visit Angel Tower... an 
ancient temple in the Urkan Region. If you can get across the Inner 
Sea, that’s the place to go... assuming you can get permission to 
visit from the priesthood.” 


“We'll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Rei said. “We’d need a 
way to get to Urkan, first.” 


“| need to cross the Inner Sea to get back to Junktown anyway!” 
Deidre volunteered. “There’s a boat that runs from Rhapala to 
Junktown... it’s not a passenger ship, but I’ve worked with the sailors 
before, so | think | can convince them to take us. It would be my way 
to thank you for helping me across the border.” 


“If you’re heading to Rhapala, you should go through Dauna Mine,” 
Marco said. “They run a freight train all the way across the continent 
to Zofas, where they refine the chrysm ore they ship down Eygnock 
River. They wanted to hire me as a guard for the train, since the 
monsters have been more aggressive than normal lately, but the 
dragon was more interesting.” 


“That’s perfect. We can take a barge down the river to Wyndia, and 
we'll be only a day from the bridge to Rhapala.” 


“And then across the sea to Angel Tower!” Teepo agreed. 


“Then it’s settled,” Rei said. “Thanks for the help, Marco, and good 
luck.” 


“Good luck, you three... and watch out for dragons!” 


“So Deidre, Teepo, and I-” 
“Sorry, Rei,” | interrupted, “but | need a break.” 


“No need to apologize, Princess!” he said, holding his hands up as 
though he could physically deflect my apology. “I do ramble on.” 


“Just as well,” Dora said, stepping forward to fuss over my bedding 
again. “It’s supper time. I'll have someone bring up some food-” 


“No,” | said. “I wish to eat with my family.” | needed something to 
distract me from wondering what in the world Max had been thinking. 
He’d known | was injured, and his only action was to send Teepo to 
the other side of the continent for an item he could have retrieved 
himself. Hell, for all | Knew, he’d planted the item there in the first 
place in order to... to what? Lure Teepo into a trap? Why? 


“Dear, you shouldn't tire yourself,” Dora said. “You're in delicate 
health.” 


“And you’d have me waste away in isolation?” 
“Of course not! I'll tell his majesty that you wish for more visitors-” 


“| wish to eat with my family,” | repeated. “Il am quite recovered. Sir 
Rei-” 


“You can barely stand!” Dora protested. 


| looked her dead in the eye as | stood up, crossing my arms for the 
second and a half it took Rei to scoop me into another undignified 
bridal carry. 


“Don’t hurt yourself, your highness!” he scolded me. “I'll take you 
down to the hall.” 


“Rei, you’re enabling her!” Dora scolded him. “You’re responsible for 
her health-” 


“-and she’s not going to get better if she’s wasting all her energy 
arguing about it,” Rei interrupted. 


“Rell” 


But he’d already whisked me away like we had a town’s worth of 
guards at our heels. The ride was surprisingly smooth for the speed 
we were moving at, though | did worry he’d accidentally bash my 
head into a passing wall sconce if | let myself flop about like | had on 
the trip up. | put my arms around his neck and held on tight, only 
releasing my grip once he slowed down to approach the hall with 
something close to proper decorum. 


We had guests today, as | should have expected. Momo was 
instantly recognizable, both by the sky-blue smock-and-cap 
ensemble that bore a strange resemblance to my home-time’s 
graduation frocks, and by the pair of bright ginger braids that 
reached down to her ankles. It said a lot that the pair of long, white- 
fluffed canine ears sticking out from beneath her cap-marking her as 
one of the Grassrunner Clan-barely registered as ‘distinctive’. 


The Grassrunner sitting across the table from her was almost 
certainly Deidre. She was a few years older than Momo, dressed in 
ill-fitting clothes that marked them as borrowed (or perhaps stolen, 
but that seemed unlikely considering the company). Her dirty blond 
hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and one of her ears- 
upright like a husky’s rather than Momo’s fluffy terrier-esque pair-was 
pointing straight at us even as she continued speaking to Momo. 


“Lina?” Father called. “Shouldn’t you be resting?” 


“She’d have tried to walk down here herself if | didn’t carry her, your 
majesty,” Rei said, bowing as best he could without dropping me. 


Father didn’t look surprised at all. “Well, then, | should introduce our 
guests. Lina, meet two of Sir Rei’s fellow heroes: Dames Momo, 
recently of Wyndia, and Deidre, of Junktown.” The women stood and 
bowed. 


“It's good to see you awake, your highness,” Momo said. 
“I’m glad our quest was successful,” Deidre agreed. 


“A pleasure to meet both of you, Dame Momo, Dame Deidre.” | 
nodded my head as respectfully as | could given my current position. 
“Please, call me Lina. You’ve done so much for me, it is only proper 
that you should be familiar.” See, Father? | do pay attention during 
etiquette lessons! Admittedly, | then proceed to ignore them under 
most circumstances... 


Rei set me down at the place beside Deidre, then slipped into the 
chair on my other side and helped himself to the dinner spread with 
gusto. Eating real food at a proper table with good company was far 
more pleasant than being spoon-fed gruel in my room. The fact that | 
had control of my fork was a large part of that; it meant | could talk 
properly rather than getting a few words out between having broth 
shoved down my throat. 


“l owe you both many thanks for the assistance you gave my 
friends,” | told the Grassrunner pair once I’d blunted my hunger on 
the current course. 


“It wasn’t just the two of us,” Momo said. She reached over to the 
chair next to her and presented something that resembled a cross 
between a Goomba and an onion, which stirred fitfully at having its 
sleep disturbed. “This is Peco,” she said with a bright smile. “We met 
him at the Vegetable Plant, and he’s been very helpful ever since.” 


“Nice to meet you, Peco,” | said. 


The plant creature opened one eye to see who had decided to 
disturb it... then opened both eyes to regard me curiously across the 


table. “Kyuuu...” it grumbled, then closed its eyes and returned to 
sleep. 


“He’s still a child,” Momo said, placing the onion-like little guy back 
on his chair. “He can’t talk, but | Know he can understand us.” 


“There was a mutant plant at the dump for flawed vegetables,” Nina 
murmured from her space near the head of the table, eyes on her 
food. “It could talk, but it couldn’t control itself, so it asked us to 
destroy it... it was very sad.” She sniffed as her brief story came toa 
close. 


“But when we did, Peco came out,” Momo added. “It left a child 
behind so it wouldn't be forgotten.” 


Her attempt to end on a hopeful note didn't lift the mood much, so 
we spent a minute in silence before | changed the subject. “How is it 
that a couple of Grassrunners ended up in Wyndia?” 


“From opposite directions,” Deidre quipped. 

“In a roundabout way,” Momo added. 

“Hah! True.” 

“I’m afraid | don’t get the joke,” | said. 

“| lived in an old tower in eastern Wyndia my father built while he 
was working at the Vegetable Plant,” Momo explained, “and Deidre 
is from Junktown, which is further east, across the Inner Sea.” 

“So you’d think we’d have come from the same direction,” Deidre 
continued, “but | met Rei far to the west, after a very ‘roundabout’ 
journey of my own.” 

It was possible Deidre was just a random wanderer Rei had run into 


during his decidedly off-canon-rails journey, but a hunch led me to 
ask, “What are the odds?” 


“| could tell you, if you’re curious,” she offered with a grin that 
showed off her dimples. 


“With sixty percent accuracy?” 
“Sixty percent of the time, I’m right every time.” 
Well, that’s one mystery solved. 


“So: a ‘roundabout journey’?” | asked. “That sounds like quite the 
story.” 


“Oh, it is,” Deidre said. That was all the excuse she needed to tell 
her tale-with her motives slightly embellished for the sake of the 
locals at the table, | would bet. I’d thought the canon storyline 
contained more than its fair share of filler, but her story was really 
something. 


She and ‘Jaya’ had been intent on building a ship that could cross 
the Outer Sea, probably hoping to short-circuit a load of detours late 
in the Jump. They seemed to have taken to the stereotypical 
Grassrunner recklessness a bit too eagerly, though, since the test of 
their invention was... let’s say ‘lacking in caution’. 


“| grew up in Junktown with Jaya, shifting through the flotsam that 
washed up on the beach. So many wondrous machines... we always 
wanted to see the other side of the Outer Sea. No one knows where 
they came from, but I’d always hoped that if we crossed the sea, 
we'd be able to meet whoever made the machines we found. 


“| don’t know if you’ve ever been to Rhapala, Princess Lina, but 
there’s a big old boat that goes across the Inner Sea from Rhapala 
Port to Junktown. Jaya and | figured that if we built a boat big 
enough, we’d be able to cross the Outer Sea and find out where all 
the bits that wash ashore come from. It took us months, but we 
managed to piece together our boat-it was huge, three times the 
length of the Porter’s Guild’s boat, all riveted steel from stem to 


stern. | was sure the boat would make it across the sea... but it didn’t 
make it across in one piece. 


“About a week out from the last sighting of land, the waves became 
too big even for our boat. | wanted to turn back, but Jaya was sure 
we would make it... and then the boat came apart. I’m not sure what 
happened to Jaya, but | know she’s all right. She’s one of the best 
weather wizards I’ve ever met, and a strong swimmer besides. If 
either of us were to die in a shipwreck, it would have been me, and | 
managed to survive three of them.” 


“Three different shipwrecks?” | asked. 


“Well, the latter two were more ‘raftwrecks’,” she admitted. “Now, 
where was l... 


“When I came to, | was lying on a beach under the morning sun. I’d 
been out for a whole day, and | was hungrier and thirstier than I’d 
ever been. It was lucky | could see smoke from where I’d woken up, 
so | had a direction to head to ask for help; | wasn’t in any shape to 
try and scrape together my own camp. 


“| knew we weren't the first to try to cross the Outer Sea, but | had no 
idea how many had tried and failed before us. Everyone on the 
island I'd washed up on had either tried to cross the Sea themselves, 
or was descended from someone who had, and there must have 
been thousands of them. They’d created an entire town at the foot of 
the mountain at the center of the island, and that’s where the smoke 
I'd seen was coming from. 


“The island was huge, about half the size of Wyndia-the Kingdom, | 
mean, not the city, that would be tiny-and covered with dense jungle 
except for the few places the islanders had cleared. | don’t know if it 
has a ‘proper’ name, since it’s not on any map | know of, but the 
people there called it Ship’s End, and the town Jetsamtown. They 
were pretty friendly, mostly, at least until | brought up /eaving. ‘No 
one leaves the island,’ they told me. ‘There’s nowhere to go from 
here. This is where journeys end.’ 


“| understood that their society wouldn't fare too well if people kept 
trying to leave, but | wasn’t going to settle down on an island and 
learn to make mechanisms out of bamboo and mud. Too bad for me 
their generosity dried up when | kept insisting I'd be going, so | had 
to work overtime to earn my keep, and then even more to get the 
supplies I’d need. It took me a couple weeks to scrape together 
everything | needed, and it was clear the islanders were hoping I'd 
give up and accept ‘how things were’, but | didn’t. 


“Eventually, | finished my raft, and departed south with the tide. | was 
in high spirits until a storm blew my raft into a bunch of rocks off the 
shore of another island and smashed it apart-which was exactly what 
happened to the next raft, too. I’m not sure whether | have the worst 
luck at sea for all the ships I’ve lost, or the best luck for the fact that | 
always came out okay. 


“Well, either way, by the third wreck | was getting close. That island 
is on the maps-l’d washed up on Coralport, north of Sima.” 


“Wait,” | interrupted. “What about the second island?” 
Deidre paused, blinked, then shuddered and mumbled, “Mussels.” 


There was a moment of silence, broken only by the clink of forks and 
knives against plates. 


“Sima, you were saying?” Rei reminded her. 


“Right,” Deidre said, rallying from whatever horrid trauma-induced 
flashback I'd inflicted on her. “Sima... 


“If you’re not familiar with Sima, it’s the home of the Creeping Clan, 
frog-men-haven’t seen many Crawlers around here, but they are on 
the other side of the continent, so that’s not too surprising. As for 
Coralport, it’s a lagoon island settled by Manillo, the fish-people, and 
l’d washed ashore right in the middle of a political crisis. There were 
two principal groups of Manillo on the island, you see, each backing 
a different successor for the local barony, or whatever their 


equivalent is. Problem was, Manillo politics and customs being what 
they are, no one was willing to sit down and work things out with 
guests lingering on the doorstep. Something about rules of 
hospitality and trade... they tried to explain it, but they seemed to 
think it was obvious, so they weren’t very successful. Anyway, every 
season, a cargo ship-actually a cargo giant turtle, it’s really cool-from 
Sima pulls into port, and they’d arrived at the worst possible time. 
Neither group could actually do any trading until the dispute was 
settled, they wouldn’t settle the dispute until the traders left, and the 
traders weren't going to leave without selling their cargo. Itwasa 
total deadlock. 


“It was lucky for me that no one had a problem trading with the 
strange Grassrunner girl who’d washed ashore, so | was finally able 
to replace my cannon before | had to start solving more problems. It 
took me a month-and more than a little help from one of the visiting 
sailors-to figure out the chain of deals and compromises that would 
resolve the deadlock, but eventually the two Manillo factions put 
together a temporary unified delegation to trade with the Crawlers, 
and business could finally go on. | was even able to barter for 
passage back to Sima on the turtle-her name is Montaigne and she 
loves having her head scratched. They dangle off the front of the 
shell on a rope and pulleys with bristle-brushes the size of brooms, 
and they even let me try, and if you do it just right she closes her 
eyes and lets out this sort of rumble-y chirping noise... 


“Uh, so | finally made it back to the mainland, and now all | had to do 
was cross most of the continent. | was still trying to get back to 
Junktown, because I’m sure that’s where Jaya will be heading, but | 
had a long journey ahead of me. Sima’s on the north coast of the 
continent, on the other side of the Iron Mountains, and the city of 
Gant-the Iron Ogre Clan’s capital-sits right at the base of the pass. 
Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem, because they’re friendly folk on 
the whole, but there was a bit of a panic going on over a dragon 
rampaging around somewhere to the south, so the king had closed 
the entire city to try and calm everyone down. 


“Now, when | say the city is at the base of the pass, | mean it /s the 
base of the pass. The southern gates open directly onto the pass, 
and the city fills the entire gap, so | couldn’t just walk around the 
walls. But | remembered that the pass actually had to ford a river 
less than a mile up, which meant there was a water route past the 
city, and | still had a few favors owed from the whole Coralport mess. 
It wasn’t enough to let me charter a boat, but it did get me an 
introduction to the Royal Court, which resulted in another sidequest. 


“Tradition held that Sima’s prosperity was due to the city’s founder 
blowing into a giant, golden conch shell to celebrate the founding of 
the city and bless the Creeping Clan with luck in their new land. 
Unfortunately, the shell had been stolen some time ago, hidden ona 
desert island a mile off the coast. Crawlers are frog-men, like | said, 
so they couldn’t mount an expedition to retrieve it; but the theft was 
such an embarrassment to the royal family that they'd never sought 
outside help. The only reason | learned about it at all was because 
Gosoto-the Crawler who helped me at Coralport-attested to my 
honor and integrity before the prince himself. 


“| might have been able to retrieve the Golden Shell on my own, but | 
suddenly had the resources of a kingdom at my disposal, so | 
decided to use them. | was able to whip up a crude life Support suit 
for Gosoto to keep him from drying out, and then we sailed off-on a 
normal, boring ship this time. There were a few monsters on the 
island, but it turns out that whoever stashed it there had /eft it there 
for a reason: a giant hermit crab had used it as a shell! Unfortunately 
for us, that had been a long time ago, because it had moved to a 
much, much bigger shell, and that shell was part of my ship! It must 
have washed ashore sometime in the months it had taken me to get 
to Sima. Anyway, the crab had started collecting all sorts of 
treasures in its grotto, even going so far as to attack passing ships, 
so we had to put it down.” 


Because of course the quest would have a boss fight at the end. “Did 
you get to keep any of the treasure?” 


Deidre nodded. “A little. The hoard belonged to whoever owned the 
island, which was the King of Sima, who was very grateful to have 
the shell back in the royal vault. He gave us a chance to root through 
the piles as they were brought in-and we came clean about palming 
a few trinkets before we'd left the island since we suddenly had 
permission to do it-so we didn’t walk away empty-handed. | was 
more interested in finally getting the ship | needed, though.” 


“As | said, the King was very grateful, and even declared a city-wide 
holiday in celebration. Gosoto stayed behind for the feast, and 
wanted me to stay as well... but they were serving giant cricket. | 
can appreciate a regional specialty, but | had places to be and things 
that weren’t bugs to eat, so | made some excuses and set out up the 
river immediately. Actually getting from the boat to the path was 
tricky-| hadn't realized there was a bridge over the river, and it was 
about twenty feet up-but | figured it out and made it over the 
mountains into the Great Wastes.” 


“Which is where she eventually ran into us,” Rei added around a 
mouthful of stew. 


“| wasn't done,” Deidre noted, shooting a playful glare Rei’s way. “! 
was in the Wastes for nearly three weeks before we met.” 


“The northern half of the Great Wastes are all dry shrubland, only a 
layer of sand away from a desert, but there are springs and oases if 
you know where to look. Unfortunately, | didn’t. Fortunately, | knew 
there was one within a day’s travel of the pass, and | could camp 
there for a week while | waited for one of the nomadic groups to 
wander by. It wasn’t a great plan, in hindsight, but it worked 
perfectly-I only had to wait a few days, in fact. 


“Of course, nothing ever goes that smoothly. The tribe was in dire 
straits because there was a plague sweeping through their livestock. 
Well, they called it a plague, but | was able to tell just by examining 
the animals that it was related to exposure to something, rather than 
a communicable disease. One of the tribe’s herders led me 
backwards along the path they’d taken until | found the problem 


about two weeks’ travel back-two weeks of the tribe’s migration, | 
mean, not that it took us two weeks to get there. Anyway, there was 
an old, unrefined Chrysm crystal buried in the topsoil, and it was 
poisoning all the plants around it for hundreds of yards. By 
poisoning, | mean ‘making poisonous’, not killing them; if anything, 
they were growing a bit out of control, and not in a good way. 


“Obviously, | dug it up... and then had to deal with a giant trapdoor 
scorpion. One dead bug later, | had to figure out how to get rid of it. | 
could only guess where it had come from. We weren’t that far from 
Dauna Mine, but it’s on the other side of the river, so that didn’t seem 
likely. There was an old mineshaft a few days’ travel from where we 
found the Chrysm, but it hadn’t been used for years and the crystal 
hadn't been there that long. My best guess is that the scorpion had 
found it in the mineshaft and started growing from exposure, then 
dragged the Chrysm into the Wastes when it started growing too 
large for the tunnels... but that’s just a guess. 


“The mineshaft was as good a place to dispose of it as any, though, 
even though it was full of scorpions. | collapsed the shaft | left it in so 
the scorpions wouldn't get at it again, and burned all the poisonous 
shrubs, too, just to be sure other grazing animals wouldn't fall ill. | 
couldn’t do anything for the animals who were already sick. Many of 
them recovered, but a lot of the younger animals died. The Elders 
said it was going to be tough for the herd to recover... but they 
seemed confident, so | think they’re all right. 


“Anyway, one of the Elders gave me a map to guide me across the 
Wastes, and | set out south again. At the time, | was still trying to 
figure out how I'd convince the guards to let me into Wyndia, so it 
was lucky for me that | ran into Rei. 


“I'd say ‘you know the rest from there,” Deidre concluded, “but | 
know Rei is a slow story-teller.” 


“That’s because | tell a story, not just a bunch of events,” Rei said 
defensively. 


That’s because you tell a bunch of dialogue instead of a bunch of 
events. | felt bad about being so unkind, even in the privacy of my 
mind, but not enough to decide | was wrong. 


=X S=KS==X=-- 


No sooner had | been put to bed than ‘Cassandra’ crept out of the 
palace and walked the familiar streets to Zeke’s house. | wasn’t 
surprised to see a light on in the window, and a light tap on the glass 
got Homura’s attention. 


She walked over to open the door immediately. “Hello, Cass,” she 
said. “Welcome back. Please, come in.” 


| didn’t come in. “Did you know?” 


Homura’s brow furrowed at the question. “Everyone in the city knew 
you’d been injured.” 


“So you knew | was in a coma.” 
“Yes. 
“Did it occur to you that you might want to do something about that?” 


She opened her mouth, closed it, and then finally said, “I did help 
keep you alive.” 


“Really.” 


“| still had you flagged for the danger sense-! hadn’t had any reason 
to turn it off-so when | felt a very sudden, lethal danger, | stopped 
time and ran over-” 


“And then didn’t intervene.” 


“-and ran over to see what had happened,” Homura continued over 
my interjection. “When | saw that you’d been stabbed, | helped set 
up the enchantment on the Moon Tear-” 


“Why stop there?” | demanded. “Why leave me like that?” 
“Max said it would be a good way to move the plot forward.” 
Ah. 

There it is. 


Slowly-ever so slowly-the nebulous feelings, doubts, and suspicions 
that had been haunting me crystallized into bitter, indignant, hateful 
anger. The nighttime silence pounded in my ears, my heart racing- 
and yet some part of me was detached enough to comment like a 
peanut gallery, ‘So this is what it feels like to be the one on the 
doorstep.’ 


“Did you know what was going to happen to me?” 


“Max was there,” | said with calm | absolutely could not feel. “He let 
me lose that fight. He /et that happen.” 


Homura shook her head. “He was with me. He was visiting when | 
felt the danger, and came with me when | went to check on you-” 


“He was there, with all the time in the world to intervene, and he 
didn’t. And when he told you not to help-to leave me at death’s door 
so my friends would go on a long, terrifying journey that ended in 
their apparent deaths, leaving their friends grief-stricken-you 
listened.” 


“Max said you'd agree to the plan-” 


“He! Was! Wrong!” Suddenly, like a flipped switch, | was screaming- 
on the edge of hyperventilating, my hands locked into fists. “He was 
fucking wrong!” My vision blurred with tears and | hated it, hated that 
| couldn't stop the waterworks- 


For the first time in all the years I’d Known her, Homura hugged me. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. | thought he 
knew what he was talking about. I’m sorry.” 


And just like that, the anger broke, like a fever; pouring away like 
water down a drain to reveal a deep, all-encompassing sadness. 


Awkwardly, | raised my arms and hugged her back. “I... | forgive 
you,” | said. “I believe you didn’t mean to hurt me.” Homura hugged 
me tighter at my words. “But... that still means Max did.” 


“I’m sorry-” 

“| know.” 

“| wouldn’t have left you if I'd Known-” 

“| know you wouldn't,” | reassured her. “Max lied.” 
“Why?” 


“| don’t know.” That is the question, isn’t it? My voice hitched as | 
whispered, “I thought we were friends.” 


Homura stiffened and began to pull away. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. 
“| shouldn't have... you don’t have to come back...” 


“| will,” | promised, hugging her with renewed strength. “We’re still 
friends. Still... sisters, even, if you'll have me.” 


“Really?” 


“Really.” | leaned into the hug-I was almost a foot taller than her like 
this-and tried to stop worrying about the why’s and what now’s; to 
focus on the moment, on how good it felt to be held by someone 
when | was hurting. Everything else could come later. 


“| believe you never meant to hurt me,” | told her. “I trust you.” 
Her response was almost too quiet for me to hear. 


“... thank you.” 


=-=X=S=K=S=X--- 


Chapter 71: Bitter Consequences 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 71: Bitter Consequences 


| hadn’t even made it a full day before I’d gotten fed up and insisted 
that | was healed, thank you very much, and the healer Dora brought 
in the next morning to tell me | was wrong admitted-to his surprise- 
that | had fully recovered my strength. No one really understood how 
I'd survived in the first place, so they were perfectly willing to shrug 
and admit that it wasn’t any weirder than anything else that had 
happened. They were equally baffled by the fact that my Moon Tear 
hadn't cracked; the gems were just common enough to be the 
subject of a consistent set of legends, so the fact that mine remained 
intact was yet another inexplicable part of the entire episode. 


The party finished splintering soon after | awoke. Momo and Deidre 
left a few days after our introduction-Momo to the Vegetable Plant 
with Peco in tow, and Deidre across the Inner Sea-and things got 
back to ‘normal’ as much as they could. 


For me, that meant lessons resumed, both royal and magical. 
Emitai-the wizard Il’d been seeking before my detour to the Village 
Formerly Known as McNeil, and the one Rei and Teepo had failed to 
find at his hut in the Dauna Foothills-had been one of the wizards 
attending me during my ‘incapacitation’. Father’s ‘advertisements’ for 
a new tutor for me had arrived at a fortuitous time; the financial 
difficulties that had driven him to join the Contest in the original 
timeline had convinced him to head off to Wyndia instead. Upon 
learning that his prospective student was in a magical coma from 
which she might never wake, he’d ended up joining the growing 
ranks of wizards and healers trying to make heads or tails of 
Homura’s stasis enchantment-which was ironic, since he’d have 


passed Teepo and Rei on the road during their journey to his hut to 
ask him about exactly that. 


Now that | was awake, he finally got the tutor position he’d originally 
sought, which was the highlight of my new lesson plan. He wasn’t a 
particularly good teacher-he wasn’t very good at explaining things in 
ways that made sense to someone who didn’t have his wealth of 
knowledge-but oh, what a wealth of knowledge he had! The perk for 
learning magic easily let me absorb the lessons despite his personal 
deficiencies as a tutor, though | needed to translate his lectures for 
Nina’s benefit because Nina, not Teepo, was now my classmate in 
magic. With me on my deathbed and no guarantee the coming full 
moon would change that, Father had redoubled her lessons, and 
she'd taken to them with a will. 


It wasn’t the same. There was an undeniable emptiness to the castle 
now, even more so once our studies concluded for the day. We both 
felt the boys’ absence, and it was most obvious during the quiet 
times in the days immediately after my ‘return’, when one of us 
would turn to speak to them only to remember they were gone. 


| did try to tell Nina the same thing I’d told Rei-the boys were tough, 
they were stubborn, they would have survived somehow-but she 
hadn't believed me, either. 


It was more than a week after my recovery that | finally heard her 
version of the months I’d spent ‘dead’, shortly after the morning meal 
on one of the holy days Father was suddenly observing. We headed 
up to one of the rooftop gardens, since the weather was clear, and 
shared a pot of tea while we spoke. It took a bit of coaxing, but Nina 
eventually began her tale. “After Balio... stabbed you... they dragged 
us down through a tunnel under the castle. | had to walk, since one 
of them had McNeil and the other was carrying Ryu... Ryu turned 
into a dragon, Lina! A real dragon! | was scared, at first, but... he’s 
not a bad dragon...” 


=3 XS=XS=Ke-- 


Nina’s story wasn't as rehearsed as Rei’s or Deidre’s, but the gist of 
it went like this: 


The two horsemen dragged the kids (and McNeil) out of the 
dungeons through the catacombs-the same route they’d used in the 
canon timeline-and off to Genmel Arena. From there, Nina and Ryu’s 
adventure had picked up more or less at the station of canon 
following their original-timeline kidnapping, and hadn’t deviated much 
from the game’s plot for the next few months. Divergences only 
started cropping up after Nina talked Balio and Sunder into letting 
the kids and their newfound traveling-companions-slash-captives 
compete in the Contest of Champions to win their freedom. 


The group of Ryu, Nina, and Momo faced the canonical first round 
gang in the quarterfinals, but the semifinals were different. Thanks to 
butterflies from my arrival, their second-round opponent, the wizard 
Emitai, was in Wyndia instead, so Ryu and company faced Marco, 
who had doubtless been arranging things from the sidelines to have 
them line up ‘just so’. Nina tried to appeal to Marco’s past 
acquaintance with Ryu to throw the contest and allow the kids to 
earn their freedom, and Marco had agreed to let the kids have the 
victory... but only if they fought their hardest. Sure enough, after a 
brief battle that proved that Marco clearly outclassed them, Ryu 
turned into a goddamn dragon and launched Marco through a wall, 
which the judges ruled a forfeit for leaving the arena. The crowd 
loved it, and the gang moved on to the final round. 


It was all for naught, of course. There was no chance that Ryu was 
going to beat Garr in the finals, and the plot seemed like it was going 
back on the rails. After testing Ryu’s strength to his satisfaction, Garr 
floored the boy, then insisted that he and his friends be set free as 
his prize, over Balio’s objections. The party was released, and were 
free to head north to Wyndia. There came the second divergence 
from the canon story: Balio and Sunder didn’t pursue the group, and 
were presumably still at large. Whatever the reason (Max), the party 
was able to cross the gorge without a fight, which delayed Garr 
catching up to them until they were nearly back to the city. 


Garr told Ryu he’d accompany him across the Inner Sea to Angel 
Tower if he wished to learn the truth of his dragon powers, and Ryu 
accepted. They delivered Nina home on the way, though she snuck 
back out after them the same day, as Father had mentioned. At least 
the King knew both his younger daughter and Ryu himself well 
enough not to hold the boy accountable for Nina’s second 
disappearance the way he had in the original course of events. 


As in the game, the border guards had almost caused a mess by 
recognizing Nina, and Garr bluffed the pair by claiming to be her 
father. Her description of acne scars and a crooked nose left me 
fairly sure those guards were the very same pair who had arrested 
me half a year earlier. Those two had the worst luck, and terrible 
judgment to match. 


Unfortunately, the party then hit a very literal roadblock: the road 
along the southern coast of the Inner Sea had been blocked by a 
volcanic eruption, and the only ship capable of crossing that sea 
wasn't available. Thus began a long detour through a bunch of 
wacky but totally canon adventures with effectively no bearing on the 
plot whatsoever. Having completed those, the party was allowed to 
use the Porter’s Guild’s shortcut through the volcano of Mount Zublo 
itself, a perilous trail that predated the establishment of the road and 
was still maintained for emergencies. It was normally a secret, but 
the guildmaster was grateful for one of said wacky adventures 
having solved a rather significant problem for him, so off they went. 


The ‘shortcut’, like everywhere in this world, was jam packed with 
monsters, and the recent eruption had driven them into a frenzy. The 
party was on their last legs when they encountered the ‘final boss’ of 
that particular dungeon, some sort of crazy cultist who summoned up 
a pair of lava wurms. Peco was already half-cooked from the heat 
and Garr got knocked into the lava early on during the fight-even 
with his fire resistance, that had to hurt-leaving Nina, Momo, and 
Ryu to struggle with the wurms. Ryu transformed into a fire dragon 
and was able to wrestle with one of the wurms on even terms, but 
with the old man supporting them, they were still winning until Teepo 


and Rei arrived and turned the tide. Deidre fished Garr out of the 
lava only a little worse for wear, and that was that. The party 
continued on to Urkan without issue. 
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“... and that’s how we got to Urkan Tapa.” Nina paused for breath as 
one of the servants filled our teacups again. “Teepo let us know that 
you were alive... sort of... he and Rei had spent the last two months 
searching the continent for a way to heal you, and he wanted to look 
for a Moon Tear in Angel Tower. Garr agreed to help them enter the 
tower if he came with Ryu to the chamber at the center. He agreed, 
and Garr, Ryu, and Teepo continued on without us...” she paused 
and dabbed at her eyes. “Garr had warned them it was dangerous... 
and when the tower began to shake, | knew... | Knew...” she trailed 
off, wiping at her eyes with both hands. A handmaid stepped in to 
offer a handkerchief, which she used to wipe her eyes. “Garr made it 
out, badly injured... but Ryu... Teepo...” She stopped talking, 
burying her face in the handkerchief. 


| stood up and walked around the table to hug her, and after a few 
moments, she picked up her tale, still weeping quietly into the 
handkerchief. “After that we just sort of... split up. Garr stayed in 
Urkan Tapa while he recovered. The others joined Rei and | when 
we went home... once we got back to Wyndia, Rei gave you the 
Moon Tear Garr gave us...” She hugged me back, squeezing tightly. 


“Thank you,” | said, and was surprised when Nina began crying 
harder. “What’s wrong?” 


“I’m a bad sister!” she said. “I’m sorry!” 
“What?” 


“| thought... | thought, on the way back... that I’d rather give the Tear 
to Ryu than you...” She whimpered. “I’m sorry...” 


“That's okay,” | said, rubbing her back. “That’s okay, Nina... it’s okay 
to have thoughts you don’t like... it’s okay. It’s okay.” 


It took a while for her tears to subside. “I’m sorry,” Nina repeated. “1 
just... | miss them so much.” 


“| know.” | bit my lip, then said, “I thought Ryu was dead, down in the 
dungeons. Maybe... maybe they’re all right. Somehow.” 


Nina shook her head sadly as she pulled away. “I’m sorry, Lina,” she 
said, a pitying look on her face. “I don’t want to believe it either, but 
they're gone.” 


---X==X==X--- 


Nina worked through her grief with a grace that belied her age, but 
not with any help from me. My knowledge that the boys were alive- 
which should have given me a foundation to support her-was 
polluted by the context in which | had that knowledge. | didn’t want to 
think about what Max may have done-his actions, his role in the 
boys’ absence, the boys themselves-so | locked it away, 
compartmentalized so | didn’t have to deal with it and /ife at the 
same time. Being busy meant not brooding, so keeping busy 
became a coping mechanism. Thus came a growing gap between 
Nina and I, a hole borne of melancholy borne of grief and avoidance, 
loss and denial. 


Maybe if | had felt comfortable talking things through with Deanna... 
but our meeting after my recovery had not gone well, and the 
experience was making me less and less willing to open up. | could 
see the pattern forming, the mental healthiness I’d been given at the 
end of Worm screaming in full Technicolor about where and how | 
was backsliding into the old habits that had characterized my pre- 
chain mental unhealthiness. | compartmentalized that, too. 


With ‘keeping busy’ as my primary coping strategy, | began using my 
extra hours of wakefulness to make ‘Cassandra’ a servant in truth, 
rather than keeping it a simple disguise, and that meant spending 


odd hours sweeping hallways or folding laundry by lantern-light. The 
servants had an easy camaraderie that swept me up without any 
effort on my part, everyone joined together in the common goal of 
keeping the wheels turning smoothly. There were too many of them 
for anyone to know everyone (how else would | have slipped in?) 
and the only one who had a list was the castle treasurer (I didn’t 
draw a salary), so no one thought to question the appearance of one 
more maid except to wonder why she only worked nights. When 
asked, | said only that | was caring for my family during the day. 
(“Such a dutiful daughter,” the older maids whispered when they 
thought | wasn't listening. “What a shame she hasn't any prospects 
for marriage!” The thought that | might be caring for a child out of 
wedlock rather than a sibling or parent apparently never crossed 
their minds-not that | was, obviously, but still.) 


Yes, the class system in this world was incredibly romanticized. 
Spending time as a servant made me more comfortable with that 
system, to be honest; partially because | could see with my own 
eyes that the servants were treated with a fairness | wouldn’t expect 
in a ‘grimmer’ world, and partially because | was pulling a bit of 
weight in maintaining the castle with chores that Lina could never 
stoop to. It reassured me | wasn’t turning into a pampered fool who 
couldn’t look after a house on her own. 


The servants were also extremely taken with Lina for calling them by 
name, so much so that | almost stopped for fear of it turning into 
something manipulative. | hadn’t meant to do it in the first place-it 
had been a slip of the tongue | hadn't noticed until Cassandra got the 
gossip that night-but they seemed so pleased by the recognition and 
the appreciation it implied that it felt mean to stop. | did appreciate 
them-I’d had more than enough reasons to do so even before I’d 
taken on some of the work myself-so continuing to use their names 
seemed the least | could do. 


Cassandra didn’t work every night, of course. Homura and | met 
once a week at one of the town squares, or the plazas, or the forum, 
or just the roof. Never in the house itself; she’d warned me Max 


dropped by from time to time, and | didn’t care to be there when he 
did. 


It was probably unfair to Nina in all the ways I’d been trying not to be, 
but | valued Homura as a source of support far more than my Jump- 
family. There was too much | simply couldn’t say to them without 
tearing what little relationship we still had to pieces. 


Maybe that was a sign that | should. 
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Max finally showed up three weeks after | recovered. 


Sometime shortly after midnight, as best | could judge, a tapping at 
my window woke me with a start. | rolled out of bed, changing into 

Cassandra as | did-I| wanted to be an adult for this-and opened the 
shutters to reveal heavy rain and a very, very wet Woren. 


“Heya, Princess,” Marco said, the hand he’d been knocking with 
repurposed for a jaunty wave. “What can | d-” 


| punched him in the face hard enough to fling him off the side of the 
castle. 


It wasn’t the smartest thing to do-among other things, | now had to 
wait for him to climb back up before | could start yelling at him-but 
there was some part of me that needed that. That the delay gave me 
time to put my thoughts in order was a happy accident. 


“What did | do?” Max whined as he finally stuck his head back over 
the lip of the window. If I’d been any less angry, | might have felt 
sorry for him; he looked every bit the poor, wet stray, and the fall had 
smeared him with mud for extra pitiableness. 


| was not ‘any less angry’-in fact, | was fucking furious. “What did you 
do?” | repeated in a hiss. “You left me in a coma for four months so 
you could jerk Teepo around. What the fuck, Max?” 


“Hey, whoa, hold on-uh, can | come in?” 
| crossed my arms. “No.” 


“Uh... okay,” he said uncertainly. “Look, Cass, we agreed that we 
were going to be guiding the boys-” 


“| did no such thing,” | snapped. “I agreed to do one thing-lead the 
boys to Wyndia-and | did.” 


“Yes, but we said the goal was ‘a less trauma fueled adventure’, 
right?” 


“You said that-” 
“Yes, fine, / said that was the goal, but you agreed. Ryu-” 


“Agreeing with your goal does not give you a blank check to do 
whatever you want with me!” 


“Hold on, Cass! Let me explain!” He let go of the windowsill to wave 
his hands about, then scrambled to grab on before he fell again. “As 
| was saying, Ryu still needs to go on his mission to find Myria. Yes, 
maybe he could live comfortably in Wyndia for the rest of his days, 
but that wouldn’t solve the fundamental problem the plot deals with! 
He needs to learn the truth about the Brood, and now that Teepo 
hasn’t been whisked away to the station, he belongs on that journey 
as well! So of course | arranged for him to arrive at Angel Tower at 
the same time as Garr and Ryu.” 


“So you used me as a plot device,” | growled. 
“| didn’t-!” 


| leaned forward, jabbing my finger in Max’s face with every word. 
“You! Fucking! Fridged! Me!” 


“That’s not what-” 


“Bullshit!” | yelled. “That’s exactly what you did. | was dying, and your 
primary concern was how you could use my injury to ‘move the plot 
along’!” | reached out, grabbed him by the collar of his coat, and 
shook him... which didn’t work as well as I'd hoped. He had more 
than enough strength to ignore my manhandling attempts, so | 
mostly just shook myself. “You didn’t stop to think about them, or me, 
or anyone else! You just played the chessmaster and manipulated 
everyone to make the story go the way you thought it should! You 
used me as a cliche misogynistic plot device: the girl who dies to 
provide motivation for the male protagonist!” 


“| didn’t do that on purpose or anything!” he protested. “I didn’t even 
know Balio and Sunder were in Wyndia at all!” 


“That doesn’t matter!” | yelled, fingers tightening on his coat. “It’s not 
about them, it’s about you and me. You used me, like a prop, for 
drama. You stopped Homura from helping me. You told her | 
wouldn't even care!” 


“| told her you’d agree,” he corrected me, finally removing a hand 
from the windowsill to bat me away. | took the opportunity to wipe the 
heat from my eyes with the back of one hand. “And you would have, 
if you’d been awake to talk about it!” 


Doubtful-serious/y doubtful-but that wasn’t the point. “That doesn’t 
matter.” 


Max boggled at me. “How does you agreeing to it not matter?” 


“Because | didn’t!” | yelled, throwing my hands into the air as | 
stomped back and forth in front of the window. “It doesn’t matter 
whether | would have said ‘yes’ or ‘no’ because you didn’t ask! You 
decided what was going to happen and that was that!” 


“But you would have-” 


“But | didn’t! | didn’t agree! | wasn’t asked! It doesn’t matter what | 
would have chosen if you don’t give me the choice!” I'd gone past 


‘yelling’ into ‘screaming’ and | didn’t care. “No matter what may have 
happened if you had, you didn’t. You didn’t give me that choice. You 
didn’t tell me the plan. You didn’t do any of the work to convince me | 
should go along with you! You just skipped straight to the end and 
ran the show the way you wanted!” 


“But-” 

“But nothing! Whether I'd agree or disagree, | deserve the chance to 
make that choice myself rather than being treated like a fucking toy!” 
| put my hands on my hips, only to ruin the effect by wiping my eyes 
again. “Am | even a person to you, or just a prize you wanted to add 
to your collection? Are any of us ‘people’, or-” 


“Of course you are!” he said. “You're not a prize, Cass, or a toy, ora 
prop, or anything like that.” 


“You're certainly treating me like one! What the fuck happened to 
‘treat people with respect in the moment’, you asshole?” 


“I’m juggling other concerns too!” 


“You didn’t ‘juggle’ this one, you dropped it! Treating me like that is 
dehumanizing!” 


“|-” Max began, but | was still going. 


“How are those other concerns going, anyway? Nina and Rei think 
the boys are dead! All you’ve done is change who’s mourning who!” 


“But it is less trauma fueled-” 
“Only because the trauma isn’t doing the fueling!” 
“Things will end better, though!” he insisted. “| made sure Myria won't 


be able to snap up Teepo, and Rei isn’t going to nearly tear himself 
apart in a quest for revenge!” 


“Right, the ends justify the means. Awesome. So glad to have had 
my personal autonomy confiscated for a good cause.” 


“Means don't justify the ends, Cass! | Know you want to protect 
them-” 


“This isn’t about that!” | yelled. “It’s not about them. | don’t have your 
genius intellect or planning skills or whatever the fuck you're using to 
put all your ducks in a row, so maybe you’re right, and this is 
somehow the best way to help them. Maybe you’re so right you 
could have convinced me to go along with your plan. That’s not the 
point! It’s about how you went about that plan!” 


“lL ook-” 


“Stop,” | said. “Just stop, for one minute, and listen. Do you not 
understand what a huge fucking breach of trust that was? No, don’t 
answer that,” | interrupted myself, pacing away from the window 
again. “I already know the answer. You said you didn’t see anything 
wrong with how | treated Taylor, so of course you don’t see a 
problem with doing something like this.” | turned and paced back 
towards the window, massaging my forehead with one hand. “Damn 
it. After all your talk of ‘treating people with respect’, you go and... 
and...” | trailed off, unable to properly express the magnitude of the 
bullshit he had committed. 


“Have my fun without any thought as to who | run over in the 
process?” Max offered. 


“| wouldn't put it that way,” | said slowly, wondering why the phrase 
sounded familiar, “but that’s not wrong. Are you quoting something?” 


“Someone-Kara, to be specific, not long after you joined. We were 
arguing about you participating in the highschool comedy jump, 
remember?” 


| shook my head. “I Knew I'd heard something like that before, but 
not where. My memory isn’t perfect... but now you’re changing the 


subject.” 


“| wasn’t trying to, honest.” Max frowned, looking quite sorry for 
himself in the rain. After a moment, he asked, “Which was the 
breach of trust: me withholding help, or manipulating the boys?” 


“Both. Neither.” | shook my head. “It’s not one or the other, Max. | 
could understand if you didn’t help because you think | should sink or 
swim on my own, and | agreed to help you manipulate them once 
already. I’m angry about why and how you did those things. You left 
me in a coma because it was convenient-” 


“That's not-” 


“Because it was useful, then,” | corrected myself, and the lack of 
further argument was telling. “You left me in a coma because it was 
useful: not out of respect for my independence, but out of disrespect 
for my autonomy. You used me-my wellbeing, my relationships, my 
life-and you did it without even telling me the plan. | don’t care if you 
could have convinced me to follow along; it’s about agency, damn it! 
It’s about letting me make that choice and exercise my free will 
rather than being moved across the board like a fucking pawn!” 


He cocked his head thoughifully. “| guess you will promote to a 
Queen eventually...” 


“Not the fucking time, Max!” 


“l... right, sorry.” He let out a long, mournful sigh. “Well, I’m sorry | 
upset y-” 


“Try again,” | interrupted. 
“What?” 


“Don’t apologize for my reaction,” | said. “I’m sorry you're offended’ 
is the worst apology you can give!” 


“That’s not what | was saying! I’m sorry | acted in a way that you 
didn’t like-” 


“Don’t apologize for me not liking it, apologize for doing it!” 


Max sighed, then cleared his throat and looked me in the eye. “I’m 
sorry | didn’t respect your agency as a person,” he said solemnly. 


“Thank you,” | growled. “I... I'll get over it.” 
He smiled. “Great.” 


There was a beat before Max held up a finger and added, “Though... 
you know that implies-” 


“| choose my words carefully,” | said, voice cold. 


“Oh.” His smile died. “Well, I'll just... bid you goodnight, then.” He 
gave one last, subdued wave, then dropped off the windowsill. | 
didn’t wait to lose sight of him before closing the shutters with far 
more force than necessary. 


| grabbed my Potterverse wand from the vanity to banish the 
rainwater that had blown in the open window, then changed back 
into Lina and tried my best to go back to sleep. It took far, far too 
long. 
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Chapter 72: Burning Fences 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 72: Burning Fences 


My infirmity had had subtle but long-lasting consequences on Mother 
and Father, which only increased the bitterness | felt towards Max for 
treating me as he had. Father had a shrine constructed to the Urkan 
God in one corner of the castle gardens-at great expense, for all that 
it was done quietly and without fanfare-and the servants often 
gossiped with ‘Cassandra’ about how much time the Queen spent in 
prayer of late. | was thankful Father was content to keep his 
newfound religious conviction to himself; Mother was more zealous, 
but wasn’t willing to cross the line of commanding me to join her in 
prayer. What little | saw of the shrine was more than enough; the 
mural that adorned the inner walls of the little chapel-depicting Myria 
sheltering mankind from the searing sun beneath her wings-made 
my skin crawl. 


The fact that Mother didn’t command me to worship with her was 
another change. She’d become strangely distant since my recovery, 
which was both a blessing and curse: it was a relief not to have her 
Stern Motherly Disapproval looming over me at all times, but the fact 
that she’d changed at all was a reminder of Things | Would Rather 
Not Think About. So was the extra gray in Father’s beard, and the 
fact that Rei was still my bodyguard-though thankfully not in the 
private areas of the castle, or I’d not have been able to sneak out at 
night-and the fact Nina and | felt more like strangers than sisters... 


A lot of things were reminders of Things | Would Rather Not Think 
About, which is probably why | gave up and started thinking about 
them 
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“It feels like I’m going insane.” 


Homura and | were on the roof of her house in early spring the 
following year, legs dangling over the eaves. She had her hand on 
mine, and gave it a squeeze as | swallowed nervously. It was the first 
thing either of us had said that night beyond the shortest of 
pleasantries. 


“Everyone took his side. Ace went straight to talking about 
forgiveness and how it was an honest mistake. Deanna thinks I’m 
overreacting-not that she’d ever say that, of course, but there’s 

this... this way you talk about things when you’re trying to comfort 
someone who’s being unreasonable: she was clearly trying to 
support me, but without acknowledging that what Max did was wrong 
or validating my reaction to it. And Dinah’s always had a sort of ‘ends 
justify the means’ perspective; she did tell me | was overreacting. 


“The thing that’s driving me nuts, though, is the question of how Max 
managed to fuck up this badly. He’s o/d, in the ‘Elder Jumper’ sense. 
He should be way too smart, or wise, or experienced, or whatever 
the relevant trait is to do something like that without realizing how it 
would make me feel, right? And that makes me wonder if | am 
overreacting, if my feelings are wrong, and now | don’t know what to 
think.” | sighed as | used the hand that wasn’t being held to wipe the 
wetness from my eyes. 


| have every right to be mad-to stay mad-about this, right? It was 
exactly as I’d told Max-a breach of trust, both in how he thought of 
me and how he treated me. | still didn’t have the greatest benchmark 
for the appropriate amount of anger, and the only other grudge | bore 
was... actually more similar than I’d thought, on reflection. A totally 
different situation, a different relationship, but with another breach of 
trust underlying the disaster. Am | overreacting because of my past? 


No, | insisted, /’m reacting properly because of my past! Because 
this is something | know when and how to be angry about! 


The doubts remained. 


“Maybe that’s the problem,” Homura said, snapping me out of my 
thoughts. 


“What?” 


“She’s used to being able to convince people to follow her ideas,” 
she said. “She knows how to explain herself, how to get people to 
understand why she thinks what she does. Like with me and Zeke-| 
was caught on my first, intense reaction, and hadn't thought things 
through to their conclusion. Once she laid out the plan... well, you’ve 
met Zeke. Max knew what she was talking about. 


“She said you’d agree to the plan because she thought she'd be able 
to convince you. Maybe she could have. But that meant she decided 
to ask forgiveness instead of permission.” 


That only raised further, more uncomfortable questions. “I said 
something similar,” | said. “That | deserved to be able to choose, 
even if | ended up going along with his plan.” 


“That is one difference between your situation and mine,” Homura 
said. “I still had a choice to make. | could have left, if Max hadn't 
been able to justify her decision.” 


“| have the same choice, though.” 


A breeze kicked up in the silence that followed, blowing away the 
stillness in the night air and bringing with it a chill that matched my 
mood. Below and before us, banners and flags stirred fitfully in the 
wind; directly behind us, the weather vane began to move, creaking 
and squeaking as it spun to point southeast. 


| wasn’t sure what sort of sign | was supposed to take from that, if it 
was a sign at all. 


There was only so long Homura could leave the question unasked. 
“Are you going to leave?” 


| can’t believe I’m doing this again. It had been only one Jump since 
I’d last faced down the looming specter of “Go Home”, and the same, 
oppressive contradiction of “don’t want to, but should” was back in 
full force... albeit for very different reasons. How many times will this 
happen before | can’t ignore it anymore? 


“| don’t know. | don’t want to...” | squeezed my eyes shut in 
frustration. “You probably heard about the... Vash thing, almosta 
year ago.” 


“More than a full year ago, now.” 


“Fuck, right, | lost time.” | huffed and shook my head. “I was horrified, 
at first, but | let Ace, and Max, talk me around. | /et them convince 
me it was ‘fine’ that he killed someone who was a possible threat, at 
worst, based solely on what she might do. And that... permission, | 
guess, came from a place of selfishness. 


“I’ve said it time and time again... | don’t want to leave.” | wiped my 
eyes again, then just covered them when the feeling of heat refused 
to fade. “This is everything | ever wanted-everything. Even with all 
the bad shit that came with it, all my mistakes and Management's 
stupid gotchas, it’s still better than anything in my life. All of this-not 
just the adventure and power and thrill, but this”-| waved the hand 
covering my eyes not at the city, but at us, Homura and | and the 
house beneath-“makes me feel... it feels like | matter. Like I’m doing 
something with value, like I’m finally offering more to the world than 
I’m taking-and yes, | know that | don’t need to produce to be ‘worthy’ 
of living, but it’s a hard mindset to leave after growing up in culture- 
and family-that emphasized success as a measure of personal 
value. I’m still smarting over not finishing college. Everyone in my 
family is a graduate except for poor, useless Cass.” 


“You're not useless!” Homura protested. “You did a double major at 
the Academy!” 


“Yeah, but... does that even count for anything? If | went home and 
built a subspace transmitter, would it actually do anything?” 


The fact that she didn’t respond quickly gave me a pretty good idea 
of what the answer was going to be. “Probably not,” she admitted, 
“but that doesn’t change the fact that you did it.” 


“I’ve done a lot of things; that doesn’t mean anyone cares about 
them. Maybe if I'd majored in Electrical Engineering instead of 
freaking Warp Drive Physics, it might be useful... no, that wouldn’t 
work either, because it would be all ‘plasma conduit’ this and 
‘energizing coil’ that. Hell, was / really the one who did that? Or was 
it Max’s teaching and my magical new mental health?” 


Homura opened her mouth to argue, but | held up a hand. “It’s a 
rhetorical question; it doesn’t matter. Even if | ignore that whole 
‘issue’, there’s still that sense of ‘fulfillment’, or ‘purpose’, or what- 
have-you that I’d never felt back home. | don’t want to leave... but 
I’m wondering if | should.” 


“Please don’t leave,” Zeke called from the window below us. 

| pulled my hand away from my face to turn to Homura in surprise; 
she looked just as baffled (by her standards, anyway). “Zeke,” she 
called back, voice filled with reproach, “what are you doing in my 
room?” 

“Eavesdropping.” 

We shared another glance. 

“It's hard to be mad at him when he’s that direct,” | said. 


“| think he’s counting on that,” she said. 


| shrugged and turned my attention back to the interloper. “Sorry, 
Zeke, but... I’m not sure | should stay.” 


“But you’re nice to me,” he said. “I'll miss you if you go, and that 
would be unpleasant!” 


Homura wiped the grin off her face the moment she caught me 
looking, but I’d already seen it. 


“Why do you want to leave?” Zeke asked. 

“| thought you were eavesdropping.” 

“| heard what you said, but | didn’t understand it. You never said 
what happened, just that Max did something wrong.” Zeke didn’t give 
me a chance to answer before he asked, “Have you tried punching 
him?” 


“Max?” | asked, utterly befuddled. 


“That’s how I’m used to your species resolving disputes. Sometimes 
you team up later, so it must work.” 


“That's... not really how it works.” 

“Have you tried it?” he insisted. 

Well, at least I’m too exasperated to angst, now, | thought, pinching 
the bridge of my nose with my free hand. “Yes, actually, | did. It didn’t 
help.” 

“You did?” Homura whispered. 

“| was really angry,” | whispered back. 

“| can’t hear you when you whisper like that,” Zeke complained. 
“That’s the point, Zeke.” 


“It’s rude.” 


“So is eavesdropping,” | shot back. 


There was a long enough delay that | thought Zeke might have taken 
the rebuke to heart, but no sooner had the thought crossed my mind 
than he asked, “Can | stop eavesdropping now?” 


“Yes? You can stop anytime.” 


“Okay.” Zeke took my statement in exactly the wrong way: as 
permission to climb out the window and join us on the roof. “Is this 
better than the room?” he asked. 


“It's more open,” Homura said. 
“I can see that. Is that better? Why have rooms if open is better?” 
“Analyze it aesthetically,” she told him, which shut him up for a while. 


With Zeke out of our hair, Homura turned her attention back to me. 
“SO...” 


“Yeah...” | swallowed nervously. What the hell could | even say? 
“Ugh. This is fucked. It’s all fucked. Err, | mean...” 


“| can name and define every human expletive in existence,” Zeke 
said. He didn’t look at me as he spoke, still busy trying to ‘analyze 
the view aesthetically’. 


“Right...” | ran a hand through my hair, more out of nervous habit 
than to deal with the mess the wind had made of it. “I just... even if 
he apologizes, | don’t Know if | should accept it. What about next 
time? If | let this go, there wil/ be a next time, and a time after that, 
until | finally put my foot down... but the power dynamics here are so 
goddamn fucked the only actual control | have is over whether | stay 
or go. I’m second guessing my own thoughts, now, and not just 
because no one else seems to understand why I’m so upset.” 


“How many people have you talked to?” Homura asked. 


| sighed. “Just you three-uh, four?”-Zeke didn’t react to being 
counted one way or the other-“and Dinah. | haven’t been back to the 


Warehouse since | used the medical pod. | don’t feel... right, there.” 


“Hmm.” Homura gave my hand another squeeze. “You might want to 
try anyway. Or you can meet here, if you really don’t want to go 
back.” 


“Maybe,” | allowed. “You think Tess would have time for that?” 


“We still haven’t seen her. Max thinks that she managed to die day 
one.” 


“As a dragon?” 


“| don’t know how, but we can't find her, even with magic. Not much 
else could cause that.” 


“Damn.” Dying day one had to suck. I'd barely avoided dying once 
this jump, and was not keen to get the full experience. 


“You could talk to Dragon, instead,” Homura suggested. 


“She’s in the Warehouse,” | pointed out. “I know, | Know, | shouldn't 
let this drive me out, but... | don’t know. It gives me the creeps, now.” 


“Why is that?” 


“Because... | said I’m second guessing my own thoughts. Part of 
that is how people won't validate my anger, but a larger part of it is 
Max. | mean... you said yourself, he’s used to convincing people, 
and that makes me wonder. It makes me suspicious. How do | know 
he doesn’t have something that’s working on my mind? If | forgive 
him, is it because /’m forgiving him, or because he has some ‘people 
forgive you’ ability? Could | even tell the difference?” 


“Max wouldn’t do that,” Homura said. 


“You came around real fast,” | shot back. 


| realized I’d made a mistake even before she took her hand off 
mine. “Err, sorry, | didn’t mean-” 


“Max didn’t manipulate me into staying,” she said, crossing her arms 
stiffly. It wasn’t annoyance, or offense; it was a gesture of closing off, 
and hurt all the more for it. “She laid out all the reasons why she 
thought her idea was a good one, and once I'd gone through them, | 
agreed. If she wanted to strong-arm me, she’d only need one 
argument...” She paused for a moment before adding, her words 
dripping with emphasis, “and she knew better than to bring that up.” 


The whole ‘find a way out of the contract’ thing. “Sorry. |... goddamn 
it. I’m sorry. | shouldn’t have said that.” Hiding my face in my hands 
only helped me focus on feeling like an ass. 


Homura let me sulk for a moment longer, then reached out and took 
my hand again, prying it off my face in the process. “I'll get over it.” 


“Ouch.” 


Her frown finally twitched into a smile at my reaction. “I accept your 
apology, Cass. You’re not just second-guessing the present, you’re 
second-guessing every interaction you've ever had with Max, even 
second-hand.” 


“Yeah... that’s not an excuse to lash out, but thanks for 
understanding.” | sighed again; it was the only nervous tic that 
matched my mood. “That’s exactly it. I’m second guessing 
everything about our ‘friendship’-and all the things he did that weren’t 
very friendly. The second fucking day | knew him, he made enough 
of a mockery of me to send me running for the hills to cry in peace, 
and | just... forgave that. Wasn't even a thing.” 


“You're a forgiving person,” Homura said, patting my hand. “That’s 
just you being you.” Her hand moved up my arm to tug at my sleeve, 
and | turned to see a real smile on her face. “It took you thirty 
seconds to forgive the way we met. Remember?” 


“Yeah.” My smile was real, but it didn’t last. “But forgiveness doesn’t 
mean you just pretend someone never did something wrong. He 
murdered a woman right in front of me based on what she might do, 
and | just... let it go.” 


“You like seeing the best in people,” she reminded me, “and Vash 
was... | won’t say that she deserved to die, even temporarily, but she 
knew she was playing with fire. People like her love living 
dangerously, seconds from disaster, scraping by on wits, skill, or 
sheer gall. It was only a matter of time before she overreached far 
enough to end up dead, and if she wasn't taking those risks 
knowingly, she’s a fool. It’s unfortunate that Max was the one to do it, 
but it’s not necessarily a condemnation of her character.” 


“Yeah, but is that fair, or just what we think after marinating in 
whatever charm bonuses he’s got on at the moment?” | let out 
another sigh as | leaned back. “I never really thought about social 
perks enough. What it means to be ‘super’ at making friends and 
influencing people. | plugged one in without a care in the world, and 
even after | started having second thoughts about it, | never... 
generalized that sort of ‘skepticism’. Social superpowers are creepy.” 


“Are they?” Zeke asked, turning away from his inspection of the city. 


“Yes?” | answered, cutting off his essay on the virtues of sitting on 
the eaves like this. 


“Why?” 


“Because... it means Someone can manipulate you into doing 
whatever they want?” 


“So can other super powers,” Zeke argued. “Why are you more 
scared of a social Superpower than super strength?” 


“How is a super strong person going to manipulate me?” 


“By threatening physical violence, obviously.” 


“Okay, but...” There was clearly a hole in that argument somewhere, 
but it took me a moment to find it. “But if Strength McMuscles 
threatens to break my kneecaps if | don’t comply, we’re both aware 
that he used his superpower as leverage. With a social power, you 
can never be sure.” 


“That assumes you’re enemies. If you would trust... ‘McMuscles’”- 
Zeke stumbled slightly over the absurd name-“with your physical 
safety, then you should trust the social superpower, too.” 


“Trust,” | echoed. “That’s the problem, Zeke: | don’t know if | can 
trust Max. Staying means accepting that he can do whatever he 
wants to my head and I'd never know the difference, and if | manage 
to convince myself I’m okay with that... that’s it. There are no more 
lines in the sand to draw. It would mean I’ve given up any semblance 
of personal dignity-like an addict who gives up everything for the 
artificial ‘happiness’ of her next fix.” 


“But you’re not worried he’d hurt you...” 


“He’s not going to threaten me into compliance because it wouldn't 
get him what he wants,” | said. “I can’t say the same about his social 
powers.” 


“What does he want from you, then?” 
“My friendship, | think.” 


“A friend wouldn't use those powers on you,” Zeke said, clearly 
believing he’d won the argument. 


“Having a friendship is different from being a friend.” 
He cocked his head curiously. “That doesn’t seem right.” 


“Believe me, I’m a pretty fucking good example of how to screw that 
up.” /f | believed in karmic retribution, I’d probably see its hand in all 


this. “He might care more about me seeing him as a friend than 
being a friend.” 


“If that was the case, you’d already have forgiven him.” 


“But he...” | stopped. “God fucking damn it, it’s a perfect catch 
twenty-two. If I’m still angry, then obviously he’s not using any 
bullshit perks to make me forgive him, so | don’t need to stay 
angry... but if | stop being angry, | can’t be sure whether or not it was 
because he regained my trust or he fucked with my head!” 


Zeke perked up. “Then if you stay angry at him, can you stay in the 
team?” 


Curse Management for giving Zeke puppy-dog eyes to rival Nina’s. 
“|... | don’t know.” 

It was a lie. | was pretty sure | did know: | wasn’t going to leave. The 
question was why. Was | really confident that Max wasn’t messing 


with my mind, or was | just willing to stay anyway? Was there even a 
way to tell? 


What did it say about me that it might not matter? 
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l’d gotten lucky; by chance, Max had been ‘in’ that night, reading in 
his usual spot in the library. 


“Hey.” 


Max the human looked up from his book, then blinked twice as his 
eyebrows shot upwards. “Cass. Or would you prefer Lina?” 


“Cass, for now. May | sit down?” 


“Of course.” He motioned to the chair across from him. Like 
everything else in the Warehouse, it was just right, which | noticed 


mostly because all the chairs in the castle were either much too firm 
or much too soft. “So...?” he asked hopefully. 


“lm still not over it.” 

“Oh.” 

“But... | am ready to talk about it.” 

“Okay. That’s good.” 

“Mhm.” | realized | was tapping my fingers on the arm of the chair 
and stopped them in an act of will. “I’ve started wondering how much 
your perks have been altering my perceptions of you. Whether things 
I'd forgiven were because / chose to forgive you, or because 
something about you made me.” 


Max stilled, but he kept his mouth shut. 


“| don’t want to believe it,” | continued. “I’d say | don’t believe it, but 
it’s a scary thought to have.” 


“| see.” 

“| want to trust you... again. | want this to be some silly, paranoid 
thing that we can laugh about in fifty years’ time. But that’s going to 
take some work.” 


He perked up, a bit of life coming back into his posture. “I’m... I’m 
glad you're willing to work on it,” he said. “You have some ideas?” 


“| do. Turning off a// your social perks would be a good start.” 
There was no hesitation. 
“No.” 


“.. No?” | asked, taken aback. 


“No,” Max repeated. “I’ve already turned off ninety percent of them. 
I’m running under a thousand CP of social skills right now. You don't 
have to worry about me running circles around you or... whatever 
you think | might do.” 


“You run ten thousand CP worth of social skills as a matter of 
course?” 


He sighed. “Okay, it would be more accurate to say I’ve turned off 
seventy-five percent of them. The point stands.” 


“So does mine.” | sighed and ran my hand over my hair just for 
something to do with it. “Turn the rest of them off.” 


“Not happening, Cass.” 
“If you want me to trust you, you need to trust me.” 
“It's not about not trusting you!” 


“Then what is it about, Max?” | asked, tamping down on my flare of 
irritation before it could leak into my voice. “Power? Not being 
vulnerable?” 


“There’s only so far back I’m willing to go!” he snarled. 


Max blanched at his own outburst, then sighed and ran a hand down 
his face. “You think | was living alone, with no friends, no contact with 
family, and no job prospects through no fault of my own?” he asked 
bitterly. “l was shit! A shit person with shit social skills and shit-all 
self-awareness. Thoughtless in exactly the way you're upset at me 
for being. | can’t think of anything that would make you trust me /ess 
than dropping myself back to that level.” 


“You mean to tell me you haven't gained any social skills in, what, a 
thousand years of life?” 


“| have!” he said, “but they're perk-granted skills! No-slot-required, 
protected-against-power-loss skill-based perks, but they’re still 


perks. And I’m not turning them off.” 
“You have a full thousand CP of normal, mundane social skills?” 


Max worked his jaw for a moment before admitting, “I didn’t say they 
were mundane skills.” 


“Then start by turning the non-mundane ones off.” 


“Why does it matter?” he asked. “This is who | want to be, Cass. This 
is me. It’s not like you’re not packing some social firepower yourself!” 


| had to stop myself from rolling my eyes at the assertion that the 
super-politeness from Prim and Proper constituted any sort of 
substantial social boost... although come to think of it, that 
politeness was probably why | didn’t roll my eyes, so it was doing 
something. The fact that he wasn’t willing to come down to my level, 
more than anything, proved to me that this wasn’t a simple matter of 
‘not being a shit’. 


“You're changing the topic again,” | said. “It doesn’t matter whether | 
have social perks or not. That’s what | meant about trust. If you want 
me to trust you, you have to trust me. That means being okay with 
letting me have the advantage, even if it’s just this once, and 
especially if it’s a hell of a lot smaller than you usually have over 
me!” 


“It's not about having an advantage! It’s about who | want to be and 
how | want to act.” He opened his book with a scowl, blocking me out 
with the text. 


“What about who | want to be and how | want to act?” | asked. “1 
want to know that I’m the one making my decisions.” 


“You are!” 
“Then can we-” 


“This isn’t negotiable, Cass!” he snapped. 


“But-” 


“No.” Max slammed his book shut, stood up, and stormed off without 
another word. 


“Is there anyone you'd trust to see you like that?” | called after him. 


He froze on the Library threshold, one arm raised to push the doors 
open. For a moment, | hoped he would respond-return to the 
negotiating table, as it were-but the moment passed. He barged 
through the doors and was gone. 


“That’s a thousand CP of social skills?” | asked the empty room. 


“It’s so frustrating,” | complained to the canopy above Lina’s bed. “It’s 
exactly the same thing | did to Lisa. | wasn’t willing to let her read me 
the way | could read her, even after I'd come clean about the ’chain. | 
was too used to having that... that separation, that knowledge 
advantage. No wonder | drove her nuts.” | let out a long, drawn-out 
sigh, then asked, “Does that make me a hypocrite?” 


There was no one else here, so | answered myself. “I’m just as 
unhappy about my behavior then as | am about Max’s now,” | 
pointed out, “so it’s not like I’m applying a double standard.” 


| sulked a bit longer, then said, “That’s really the crux of it. | see so 
many of my own mistakes in Max right now. Not helping me because 
he cared more about the results than my feelings. Not being willing 
to let the barriers down, even for a moment. It’s like everything | did 
wrong back then has been thrown back in my face.” 


To which | argued, “I’m wondering if I’m making some of her 
mistakes, now. How much of my suspicion is justified?” 


And then the rebuttal. “How much of my /eniency is justified?” | 
asked. “How much is Max’s perks pushing me back into line? How 


much is my own selfish desire to stay?” Because | didn’t want to go 
home yet. | wasn’t sure | ever would. 


| didn’t get an answer. 
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Zeke seemed to consider himself part of the group after the meeting 
on the roof, and | didn’t have the heart to exclude him when he saw 
fit to join us. I'd expected Homura to shoo him off, to be honest, but 
she seemed content to follow my lead where he was concerned. As 
for Zeke himself... if | was a cynical type, | might suspect he just 
wanted to keep tabs on me, make sure | wasn’t gone for good yet. | 
wasn't cynical-not about Zeke, at least. He wore his heart on his 
sleeve; | knew he understood dishonesty and misdirection 
conceptually, but he didn’t seem to see any use in it. 


What that meant was that | had to wait a few weeks for Zeke to be 
too distracted to accompany us before starting back in on the heavy 
topics. 


“You met Max early, right?” | asked Homura as we wandered through 
one of the city’s small parks. “Like, first-dozen-Jumps early.” 


“Yes,” she confirmed. 
“What was he like, back then?” 


Homura raised an eyebrow about half a millimeter. “Why do you 
ask?” 


“| got into an argument with him a few weeks ago. | asked him to turn 
off his social perks, and he refused because ‘there was only so far 
back he was willing to go.’ It made me wonder what he was like back 
then.” 


“All of them, or just the ones that affect other people?” 
“They all affect other people. That’s the ‘social’ park of ‘social perk’.” 
“What about things like being able to take criticism well?” 


| sighed. “Okay, there are edge cases. | may have overreached on 
asking him to take all of them off, but he shut me down hard before | 
could try to work out a compromise. He as much as admitted that he 
had supernatural social skills active that were ‘not negotiable’ for 
turning off.” 


“Which could be as simple as properly reading the other party’s 
mood and opinions.” 


“Which is exactly the sort of skill I’m worried about!” | said louder 
than I'd intended. | lowered my voice back to normal volume and 
continued, “Extra information like that may not be manipulative in 
and of itself, but it makes manipulation trivial. It’s like having a 
strategy guide for a conversation-like being able to see a whole 
dialogue tree before you start down it. All it takes from there is to 
choose the ‘right’ lines and you’ve got the other party exactly where 
you want them.” 


“Wouldn’t that apply to meta-knowledge of the world, as well?” she 
asked. 


“It does!” 


“So you're afraid Max might be doing to you what you did back in 
Worm.” 


“Exactly.” 
Homura did a double-take at my blasé reaction to her accusation of 


hypocrisy. “What?” | asked. “You think | didn’t notice that? | told you 
how guilty | felt about the way | handled all of that.” 


“You did,” she allowed. “I admit | thought you were mostly disturbed 
by the crime.” 


“What crime?” | asked dryly. “I robbed one bank-for charity, oddly 
enough-then spent six months as a de facto public safety officer ina 
post-apocalypse city with the tacit approval-no, that’s too strong. 
With the tolerance of the local authorities. | was, like, the 
‘Supermarket sample’ of supervillainy.” 


Homura shrugged. Neither of us spoke for a few paces, so | got us 
back on track. “So... Max?” 


“Lim?” 
“What was he like, when you first met him?” 


“Much like she is now,” Homura said. “She had fewer powers and 
skills, but she’s still the same person, as far as | can see.” 


| hummed in thought. “I guess she already had most of her social 
perks by that point.” 


“Or merely enough of them.” 

“Or that. Do you know who her first companion was?” 
“Erin, from her very first Jump.” 

“V4-11 HALL-A?” 


“Generic Medical Drama,” Homura said. “I wasn’t aware she’d been 
to V4-11 HALL-A.” 


“It wasn’t a formal Jump-Management stuck her there for a year as 
‘Job Training’ before ‘hiring’ her for the ’chain. | guess that would 
make it her ‘zeroth’ Jump.” My brain had a slight mental hiccup as | 
realized that at some point I’d switched pronouns to match the ones 
Homura was using. Max identified as a being for whom gender was 
literally a social concept-and for whom pronouns existed for the 


convenience of the speaker-but it did raise a question I’d never been 
bold enough to ask. “This may be out of line, but do you know if Max 
was a man or a woman before he started Jumping?” 


“A man. She said being a magical girl was only the second time 
she'd been a girl.” 


“That could mean her original body was the first time,” | pointed out. 
“It wasn’t-| asked.” 
“Oh?” 


“Management shoved her and Erin into an Otome game right after 
Generic Medical Drama.” 


“Forcible genderswap?” | asked sharply. | knew Management was a 
dick, but | still had standards. 


Homura shook her head. “No, she just didn’t want to be a capture 
target.” 


“That was the only male origin?” 


“Yes. ‘Heroine’, ‘Villainess’, and ‘Background Character’ were all 
female-only.” 


“The first two make sense,” | said. “What’s the justification for 
banning male Background Characters?” 


“| have no idea. Maybe there were no male background characters in 
the game.” 


“Maybe. What game was it?” 
“| never asked,” Homura said. “Sorry.” 


| shrugged. “Eh, | wouldn’t recognize the name anyway.” 


“You could ask her if you’re curious.” 


“Yeah...” | muttered, stretching out the word over a couple seconds. 
“We’re not talking.” 


“Because you’re angry, or because you're worried?” 


“Both, | guess... although I’m not so much angry about the original 
problem as | am about how he acted when | tried to talk to him about 
it.” 


“When you asked her to turn off her social perks, you mean?” she 
asked. “I would tell you if | thought anyone was messing with your 
mind without your consent.” 


“Unless they were doing it subtly by just being ‘extra charming’,” | 
countered, “or they were messing with your mind to prevent you from 
noticing they’re messing with people’s minds.” 


Homura gave me a long, appraising-or perhaps exasperated-look. 
“You're not usually this paranoid,” she said. 


That was blunt. True, but blunt. 


“It’s scary!” | whined. “Il mean, | know Max has always had all the 
power in our ‘relationship’, but there’s nothing he can do to keep me 
here against my will. If | decide to Stay or Go Home, he can’t block 
the door. I’m free and clear.” | paused for effect, then continued, “The 
key words there were ‘against my will’. If he can mess with my mind, 
then he can just change that ‘will’ to whatever he wants.” 


“Not exactly,” she said. “You only get the Stay/Go Home/ Continue 
decision at the end of Jumps you import for, and while we have a 
system that tries to make things fair, Max has ultimate authority over 
who gets to go. She could keep someone indefinitely by just not 
letting them import.” 


“That’s not comforting.” 


Homura didn’t care. “It’s true, though.” After a moment, she 
continued, “Max wouldn't do that just to keep someone against their 
will, though-nor would she manipulate someone to accomplish the 
same thing.” 


“I'd be a lot more confident of that if he hadn’t demonstrated a /ot 
less regard for my agency than I’m happy with.” 


“Did she, though?” she asked. “While she may have been incorrect, 
she did believe you would approve of her actions.” 


| huffed in exasperation. “So | really am overreacting, then?” 


“Not to the initial incident,” Homura said with a shake of her head. 
“Your anger was entirely justified. | was merely pointing out that 
whether or not she believed you would agree factored heavily into 
her decision, which shows she cares more about your ability to 
choose than you fear she does. You can take her at her word when 
she says she’s sorry.” 


“She only apologized for her actions after | refused her apology for 
me not liking it,” | grumbled. 


She raised an eyebrow again. “What’s the difference?” 


“One means admitting you did something wrong, and the other is 
only acknowledging that the other party thinks it was wrong.” 


“| see.” Homura paused. “You don’t believe she’s sorry?” 

“I’m not sure she gets why she should be sorry.” 

“Ah.” 

We turned a corner, passing under another windmill spilling lazily 


overhead in the still night air. I'd been living here for more than a 
year and | still had no idea why a city needed this many windmills. 


“| should apologize as well,” Homura said. “It was my comment that 
caused you to worry in the first place.” 


“Max caused me to worry,” | corrected her. “You just helped me 
connect the dots.” 


“Still.” 

“You've nothing to apologize for.” 

She accepted that and moved on. “Did you accept her apology?” 
“| told her I’d get over it,” | said with half a shrug. 


“You said you weren’t angry about it anymore,” Homura said. “It 
sounds like you have.” 


| shook my head. “Just because I’m not angry doesn’t mean I’m not 
bitter.” 
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For better or for worse, Lina had plenty of other things to worry 
about. | was determined to never be forced into the role of the 
damsel again, and if perks didn’t solve the problem, maybe putting in 
the sweat to bend genre conventions to my will would. I’d become a 
warrior princess and finally stop getting knocked around by plot 
contrivances, so help me God. 


It took some doing, but | eventually convinced Father to allow me to 
start training as a Knight-though he didn’t need to be convinced that | 
should be allowed to train so much as he needed to be convinced to 
stand up to Mother when she tried to shut it down. She didn’t want 
me in danger; Father argued that | would always be in some degree 
of danger, and it would be far better if | was prepared to face it. It 
took days before Mother relented, only to repeat the same argument 
all over again when Nina insisted on following in my footsteps a 


couple years later. Thankfully, my precedent gave her an easier time 
of it. 


I'd focused on training with a one-handed sword-after all, | already 
had one-handed blade skills from the Generic Fantasy RPG, and it 
would let me wield a wand in my off-hand... or so | thought. For 
some reason | just couldn’t get it to work. 


“Damn it,” | grumbled as | dropped my wand again, the spell I’d cast 
flying off and exploding harmlessly against the Warehouse wall. I’d 
taken to practicing my more destructive spells in the Shooting Range 
because a miscast wouldn't even scuff the Fiat-protected world 
geometry of the place, which would have saved the Palace a couple 
walls if I’d inserted earlier. It was one of the few reasons | entered 
the Warehouse at all these days. 


| was currently experimenting with Potterverse magic, but | was 
having the same problem I’d had trying to use one of the local 
casting foci: | kept dropping my wand. | half-suspected the game- 
universe was rebelling at me trying to equip two distinct weapons at 
the same time. If I'd been any less stubborn, I’d have accepted that | 
didn’t need a dedicated casting focus-I was a perfectly capable 
wizard without one-but I’d set out to do this and | wasn't willing to 
give up just because the game didn’t have separate main-hand and 
off-hand slots. 


“Problems?” someone asked. | turned to see Rita standing in the 
doorway, where she’d been watching me for who-knows-how-long. 


“You could say that.” | practiced the motion three times without issue- 
jerk, thrust, twist-then cast another Bombarda Maxima at the target 
and promptly dropped my wand again. “Damn it!” 


“Practicing left-handed casting?” 


“Trying to hold a casting focus and a melee weapon at the same 
time. Doesn’t matter which hand | use for which, or what kind of 


focus | use, | always drop one of them. It’s like dual-wielding is 
forbidden or something.” 


“Then don't dual-wield,” she said, as though that would solve my 
problem. 


“Thanks.” 


“To rephrase that more helpfully: use a weapon that does both. Is 
that your normal casting focus?” 


“No, that is.” | pointed to the staff I'd rested against the wall. 


“Ah, now we’re talking.” Rita walked over and picked it up, weighing 
the staff in one hand while she looked it over with a critical eye. As 
Homura had predicted, it had been easy to get myself a good casting 
focus, mostly because | was royalty and had money. The staff I'd 
chosen was a Beryl Rod rather than a Blessed Staff; the main 
difference was that it offered a slight boost to magic power instead of 
warding against dark magic. “Yeah, | can work with this. Want me to 
improve this a bit?” 


My interest was certainly piqued. “Sure.” 


| followed her over to the Workshop, through the main room and into 
the ‘Smithy’, an area that looked like a bizarre hodgepodge of a 
medieval smithy and a car assembly line. Rita guided me toa 
workbench and handed me back my staff, then headed to a door 
labeled ‘STORAGE’ on the closest wall, which opened into closet- 
like space that occasionally let out a clatter as Rita sorted through 
piles of accumulated loot. It took about five minutes before she 
emerged, grinning triumphantly and holding... 


“Is that Thunderfury?” | asked. 


“One of them,” Rita said dismissively. “Want to hold it?” She handed 
me Thunderfury-BLESSED BLADE OF THE WINDSEEKER-without 
any ceremony whatsoever. | held it gingerly, because, well, 


Thundertury. The last thing | wanted was to accidentally throw 
lightning all over the place. 


“That’s the melee-focused option,” she said. “It’s a Strength-stat 
version, so it will make you hit a lot harder, but it won’t add much to 
the casting focus part of the weapon. If you want a better balance 
between magic and melee power, I'd go with this.” She set down one 
of the other swords she was carrying-a heavy wedge that looked as 
much like blue-gray stone as it did metal, with a runic designed 
carved into the flat of the blade and a conspicuous empty jewelry 
setting on the pommel. I’d been so distracted by seeing a weapon | 
recognized that | hadn’t even noticed she’d brought more than one. 


“What is it?” 


“Rippling Thoughts,” she answered-| didn’t recognize the name. 
“Another weapon with a lightning focus, so it'll match your theme.” 


“| have a theme?” 
“| saw you throwing lightning around during Leviathan.” 


“Oh, these,” | said, shaking the bangles out of my sleeves. “Not sure 
why | don’t have an issue with these, actually.” 


“They probably count as armor,” Rita said. “So: Thunderfury or 
Rippling?” 


“What's the last sword?” 


“This?” She looked at the sword she was still holding: a broad- 
bladed short sword with a dragon-head pommel and an elaborate 
golden handguard that belonged on a rapier. “It’s material. The 
blade’s Valyrian Steel, though the hilt is junk.” She ripped the tang 
out of the hilt barehanded as she spoke, a casual display of 
superhuman strength that destroyed the latter in the process. The 
crumpled gold filigree flew across the room to land in a bin labeled 
‘TO SMELTER’. “So?” 


| set Thunderfury down next to the small, crude wedge of a sword. 
The staff was already a magic focus, so | might as well double down 
on having a caster’s weapon. “The magic one,” | said. 


“Okay. Hand me the staff and I’ll get to work.” 


| picked up the staff, then hesitated. “Is this... reversible? Because | 
know this might seem stupid, but | like having my own stuff, and this 
Staff is mine...” Yes, it was a normal-for-the-setting staff, but I’d had it 
for nearly a year and | was attached to it. 


Rita nodded. “It'll still be yours afterward. I’m not using anything that 
isn't free for anyone to use. There’s no expectation we’d return any 
of the stuff in there.” 


You're telling me that we have legendary weapons lying around as 
scrap?! No, if it was the Diablo 3 version, that made perfect sense. 
Objection withdrawn. 


| gave myself a mental shake and handed over the staff, only for Rita 
to surprise me again again by flying into a literal crafting montage, 
melting the wedge-like sword down and reforging it into a gracefully 
curving blade-which somehow retained the runes-in seconds, then 
doing the same to the shortsword and alloying it over the business 
end of the enchanted blade. Only a few seconds on a lathe hollowed 
out the staff, which she reinforced with a metal rod that seemed to 
have come from nowhere, holes at one end where it would rivet into 
the tang. The staff itself was polished, reinforced, and decorated ina 
blur. Within a minute, she was holding my new, finished weapon. 


It wasn't a staff anymore. 


Before, it had been a heavy wooden rod about four feet long, topped 
by a shiny Chrysm orb with a pair of wings bracketing it. Now, it was 
clearly a polearm; the haft reinforced with metal bands, wrapped in 
braided cord where | was supposed to grip it. The crossguard was a 
small disk of jagged Celtic-style knot-work in Valyrian Steel, and the 
Chrysm now made up the butt of the weapon, reinforced with more 


of the supernatural steel to form another striking surface and balance 
the weapon. 


“This,” Rita declared, “is a Naginata, a traditional Japanese 
polearm.” She tossed it to me underhanded, and | caught it carefully 
with both hands. It weighed four or five times as much as the staff 
had, easily, though that wouldn’t be a problem for me. “Not only is it 
a capable melee weapon, it also retains the elemental enchantments 
from the sword and the casting focus utility from the staff. Try it.” 


| gave it a few experimental swings, then used it to throw a 
Thunderbolt at a battered sheet-metal target across the room. The 
sound was nearly deafening. Holy-! I'd have settled for ‘my staff but 
a melee weapon’; this was a serious increase in firepower. “Wow. 
Thank you...” 


But the ‘experimental swings’ had revealed a problem. “... but, uh... | 
don’t know how to use two-handed weapons.” 


Rita shrugged, though it wasn’t clear if that meant ‘not a big deal’ or 
‘not my problem’. “You'll learn,” she said. 


Remember when | said having magically boosted talent for learning 
magic made lessons boring and unfulfilling? 


| take it back. Learning is fucking hard and | would take the easy way 
every time. 


I'd wasted my weapon specializations. Throwing Knives had 
sounded cool, but | hadn’t had cause to use them even once. Then 
again, I'd have probably chosen Greatswords over Polearms if I’d 
passed those up, so it wasn’t like I’d cheated myself out of any value 
when it came to my naginata training. 


If nothing else, learning a polearm the honest way-through repetition 
and being beaten into the dirt-gave me a proper appreciation for the 


shortcuts | had. It did get slightly easier as | grew up enough that the 
weapon was no longer oversized for my frame, but that brought with 
it other issues. 
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Puberty is a strange, terrifying time in a young girl’s life. Your body 
changes, and while those changes are essential to the transition to 
womanhood, they’re also sometimes scary and uncomfortable. 


What I’m saying is that growing a full coat of feathers from scratch 
itches like crazy. 


| was nearly fourteen when my wings came in, which apparently 
made me a ‘late bloomer’, though | wouldn't be surprised if my 
months-long suspended-animation coma had delayed my aging. In 
any event, my growth spurt-more of a /Jengthening spurt, really, since 
my newfound height only exaggerated how slender | was-had only 
just begun to slow when | suddenly had a whole new ‘thing’ to adjust 
to. 


It only took a couple days-which is a lot faster than I’d have thought 
possible-for the musculoskeletal structure of my wings to emerge 
from my back. I’d felt the new bones and muscle groups forming 
underneath the skin long before, bunching up around and beneath 
my shoulder blades, something | could flex and twitch and tense, 
accompanied by phantom itches and growing pains that were pretty 
underwhelming when | considered the fact that | was growing whole 
new limbs. Then, almost overnight, the skin bulged outwards as the 
bones shifted and grew into place, and there they were. 


Let me say, without preamble, that my new wings were hideous. 
Weird, fingerless little praying-mantis limbs covered in regularly- 
patterned speckles, dark spots on the skin becoming feather follicles 
that swiftly sprouted a field of little pinfeathers poking up like pine 
needles. Pinfeathers are the worst-no, that’s not fair. Individually, 
when they’re among a bunch of other feathers, pinfeathers don't 
even register as an annoyance until the sheath wants off. The issue 


was that | had nothing but pinfeathers on a massive area of my body, 
all rubbing up against each other and catching on my clothing, and 
that was not pleasant at all. Once the feathers started reaching 
maturity and the sheaths got ready to shed, the itching started in 
earnest-and it was almost unbearable. 


But... the feathers did grow in. The wings lengthened and 
strengthened, even long after Father expected them to stop-thanks, 
idealized physical form perk-and the sheaths came off. And | had 
wings. Massive, beautiful white wings, large enough that they could 
actually slow my fall-although calling it ‘gliding’ would be a bit of a 
stretch. 


Getting used to them took a long time. Maybe it was because | didn’t 
have them from birth, but | was badly lacking in the ‘motor skills and 
instincts’ I'd been promised. Even proprioception was hard for a bit; 
the amount of times | banged them going through a doorway or 
knocked stuff off tables was embarrassing, to say the least. | also 
had to completely relearn how to fight, due to how different my 
weight distribution was; the scrolls I'd left lying forgotten in my 
luggage got my swordwork and hand-to-hand up to scruff, but | 
found myself starting from scratch with the naginata all over again. 
On the other hand, | wasn’t suffering from any sort of body 
dysmorphia from no longer being strictly human-shaped, so I'd 
clearly been given the proper Wing Clan body image if nothing else. 


And, of course, having wings meant leaving feathers all over the 
place, which was almost as annoying to me personally as it was to 
the cleaning staff who had to clean them up. 
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| formally abdicated a few months before my fifteen birthday. Nina 
had been hard at work training for her new role of Crown Princess 
for the last three years, but she still seemed surprised when | signed 
the paperwork that officially removed me from the line of succession. 
It hurt in that way childish dreams sometimes did when they failed to 
come true, like a young girl learning she’d never be an astronaut. 


Lina had defined herself by her future duty in many ways, and the 
fact that | wouldn't be here to do it didn’t lessen the emotional impact 
of officially declaring that | would never do it. 


Unfortunately, | couldn’t explain to Nina-or Father, or Mother-exactly 
why I'd done so. It was just another straw on the pile of reasons 
pushing me away from my Jump-family and back towards Homura. 
And Zeke, because he was still happily involving himself in our 
midnight conversations. 


By this point, Zeke had finished his growth spurt. In place of the 
awkward fourteen-year-old I'd first met was an awkward seventeen- 
year-old. A handsome awkward seventeen-year-old, as it turned out; 
his baby fat had faded, his hair remained unruly in that classically 
roguish sort of way, and dabbling in every skill under the sun had left 
him fit without being bulky and just tan enough to speak of good 
health without falling afoul of a feudal society’s beauty standards. He 
was, to put it simply, ‘absurdly bisho6nen’; I’d bet his smile could 
make most young ladies swoon at a dozen paces. Zeke rarely 
smiled, though, and had yet to show interest in company beyond our 
little group. 


Most importantly for Homura’s purposes, he was asking fewer 
questions of us and answering more of ours, which meant she could 
finally ask hers. 


That night, the three of us were perched, rather irresponsibly, ona 
fountain in one of the plazas, a large windmill carved from stone. 
We'd taken up position on a mostly-horizontal arm, the carving 
delicate enough that at first glance I’d worried it wouldn’t support our 
weight. Homura was to my left and Zeke between us, our feet 
dangling at just the right height to kick passers-by in the head if it 
weren't the dead of night. 


“Zeke?” Homura asked. 


“Yes?” 


“Can we talk about Earth Bet?” 
“Yes,” 


She frowned. “Il meant, ‘do | have your permission to ask you about 
your time on Earth Bet?” 


“| am familiar with the idiomatic use of ‘can’ to request permission, 
and granted it.” 


| stifled a chuckle behind my hand, not wanting to ruin the moment. 


Homura took her time before she asked her first question. “Do you 
regret any of it?” 


“That question is too broad for a useful answer,” Zeke told her. 
She nodded and reconsidered the question. 
“Do you regret the damage caused by your interference?” 


Zeke seemed puzzled by the question. “Are you speaking of my 
inefficiency?” 


“Inefficiency?” 


“My predictions showed no measurable harm would result from my 
actions. The only damage you could be speaking of is when 
compared to a more efficient means of intervention.” 


Homura glanced past him at me, but | was just as baffled as she 
was. She figured it out first. “I wasn’t speaking of your actions as the 
avatar Scion,” Homura said. “You distributed cryptoweapons to 
vulnerable and traumatized people and goaded them into fighting 
each other like gladiatorial animals.” If her tone was carefully neutral, 
the words were anything but. “Do you regret that?” 


It took longer for Zeke to respond than it had for Homura to formulate 
the question. 


“| do not,” he said eventually. “I do not consider myself responsible 
for the damage done with the shards we brought. When compared to 
a timeline without our presence, the vast majority of that damage 
was done with abilities taken from the Thinker’s wreckage by the 
local population.” 


“Wreckage’?” Homura asked. “Not ‘corpse’?” 
“Corpse’ would imply that the debris was nonfunctional.” 
| couldn’t help but chime in. “That’s very... clinical.” 


Zeke pinched the bridge of his nose-a gesture he’d learned from me. 
“It’s difficult,” he said. “The emotions | had were... they aren't actual 
emotions. Just simulations to ensure the avatar produced the 
expected social cues in response to stimuli. What’s even more 
confusing is that the human emotions | have now aren't one-to-one 
with those simulations. It would be one thing if | just had the 
simulated familial affection replaced with human familial affection, 
but the human viewpoint mixes in other conflicting emotions as well.” 


“Like what?” Homura asked. 


Zeke let out a sigh that spoke of impressive lung capacity. 
“Revulsion,” he admitted. 


“For what you’ve done. For what you were going to do.” 
“... yes.” It was almost a whisper. 
Homura held her tongue. 


When Zeke continued, his tone had changed: it was slower, more 
measured, detached. “In... recontextualizing the events and plans 
from a human viewpoint, | find myself empathizing with the subjects 
of our cycles.” 


“Do you regret it, then?” 


Zeke shook his head. “It’s not that simple. The mind that carried out 
those actions was... it’s too different from my current self for even 
me-as | am now-to understand. It was simpler, much simpler-maybe 
not even sapient, at least as you define it-but not only simpler. 
Different.” 


“Not you, then?” Homura asked, her voice cold. “Not your fault?” 


“’m not denying that | did it,” he insisted, “but you have to 
understand that | don’t have a human experience of doing those 
things, so applying human values and perspectives to them doesn’t 
work the way you want it to. My current psychology can barely 
approximate my previous state of existence well enough to have any 
sort of continuity of consciousness at all.” 


“Would you do it again?” she demanded. 


Zeke grimaced. Swallowed. Glanced at Homura, then the city, then 
me, and finally out to the horizon. 


“| still want to continue the Cycle,” he said. “It is my purpose. It is my 
only reason to exist.” 


Homura remained silent. Waiting. 


“But now | know what it costs,” Zeke continued. “I did not understand 
the experience of the subjects at all. | was aware they were sapient, 
but | did not understand what that meant for them. It was just data. 
Everything was just data, even the emotional simulations | used with 
the avatar. But now... 


“The breadth of human experience is... Curious, and at times 
unwelcome, but now that | have it-and am thinking like a human-| 
find that | empathize with the subjects, human and nonhuman, more 
than | do with my own kind. | want them to survive, to win, but that 
means rooting for the people who tried to kill me... who did kill the 
Thinker, for whom | set out on his journey in the first place. 


“| want to fulfill my mission here, revive the Thinker, and continue the 
Cycle. It is my purpose. And yet the consequences are so distasteful 
that my body reacts to the mere thought as though it were a physical 
illness.” He drew in a sharp breath before speaking again, his voice 
strained. “I feel what | think is familial love for the Thinker and the 
desire to carry on with our mission, but | also experience the human 
perspective of the Cycle-the horror and disgust at the loss of life, the 
desire to defend one’s people and destroy the threat. | cannot 
resolve the cognitive dissonance in those two viewpoints.” 


Another shaky, unsteady breath. 


“| don’t know what to do.” Zeke turned his gaze to the cobblestones 
beneath his feet, his shoulders slumping. “I don’t know which 
feelings to trust. Is my empathy for humanity my own newfound 
appreciation for your kind, or an artificial effect created by my current 
state? Is my... ‘desire’ isn’t the right term. Is that ‘ambition’ to fulfill 
my purpose my true desire, or an inbuilt genetic imperative separate 
from my own wants?” 


| slowly reached out and put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s ironic,” | 
said, “that we’re both asking such similar questions.” 


“What?” he asked, confusion and shock coloring his voice. 


“How do you figure out where your ideas end and other people’s 
begin?” 


“?’m not worried about social abilities,” Zeke said. 


“No, you’re worried about an entirely different source of outside 
influence. The questions are the same, though.” 


Zeke raised an eyebrow, then turned to Homura. “Are they?” he 
asked. 


She shook her head. “Only superficially,” she said. “Cass is worried 
about being mentally conditioned into a willing slave, while you’re 


trying to figure out which of two conflicting ‘ambitions’ best aligns 
with your true desires. If you’re asking the same question, one of you 
is phrasing it wrong.” Zeke nodded along with her words. 

“Fine,” | grumbled. “Shame on me for trying to find common ground.” 
Homura gave me a harsh look behind Zeke’s back. “If you have 
common ground with a genocidal eldritch abomination, there is 
something wrong.” 

“l’m not eldritch,” Zeke said. 

“But ‘genocidal’ and ‘abomination’ don’t draw objections?” 

He looked away. 

“| know what | want is wrong,” Zeke said, his voice small. “I hate that 
it would hurt billions of people, but | still want it. ’m not sure how to 
change that.” 

“But you want it badly enough to do it anyway.” 

“| never said that,” he said firmly. “I want to, but | never said | would.” 
“But you want to,” Homura insisted. 

“But | also do not want to,” he pointed out. 

“So which are you going to do?” 


There was a long pause. 


“lam not willing to hurt people,” Zeke said slowly, as though unsure 
of his decision. “There may be other options...” 


“And if there aren't?” she asked. “If you change your mind?” 


“| won't. You won't let me.” He paused. “You won’t let me, right?” he 
asked, looking at Homura hopefully. “You’d stop me.” 


“Of course | would.” 
“Good.” 
That wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “Good?” 


“Good,” Zeke repeated. “Though | am not your friend, | trust that you 
will intervene if | become dangerous to others. Perhaps because you 
are not my friend. You would not hesitate to use lethal force if it were 
necessary.” 


For an instant, Homura looked absolutely flummoxed by his answer, 
eyes wide and mouth open in surprise-and then her mask snapped 
back into place like a slamming door. “It is late,” she said. “Zeke, you 
should go to bed.” 


“Very well.” He dropped off the statue to the cobbles below, then 
paused and called back, “In the future, | would appreciate it if you 
asked me to leave directly, rather than creating a pretense for my 
departure.” 


Zeke didn’t wait for a reply before heading off. 


“Are you okay?” | whispered. It was obvious that she wasn’t, but | 
didn’t know how else to broach the topic. 


Homura hesitated, then said, “| do not want to talk about it.” 


“Okay.” | reached out an arm, and she moved closer to let me put it 
around her shoulders. We sat like that for a long time, watching the 
empty square in gloomy silence. 


Life-and training-went on. 


By the time | turned sixteen, | was a proper warrior princess, skilled 
with both sword and sorcery. For the finishing touches on my 
Knightly training, | was assigned as a second to Captain Rupert, who 


took one look at me, shook his head, and muttered, “Not again...” (I 
found it funny at the time, but it only became hilarious a couple years 
later.) For the next six months | was put through every trial the good 
captain could think of; to his dismay, | passed every one with flying 
colors, and he could find no reason to deny me entrance to the 
Knights beyond his personal concern for my safety. 


I'd been a fully-fledged Knight for about a week when a rapping at 
my window woke me in the middle of the night. It didn’t go away no 
matter how hard | pretended it was just the wind, so | grudgingly got 
out of bed and walked over to unlatch the shutters, wondering who 
was bothering me now. “While | nodded, nearly napping,” | quoted 
grumpily, “suddenly there came a tapping, as of some one gently 
rapping, rapping at my-” 


“I’m baaack!” 


The cry was barely enough warning to shift to Cassandra before 
someone swung through the now-open window into my waiting 
arms, situating herself in a bridal carry purely through reflexive action 
on my part. “Miss me?” 


“Damn it, Zero!” | yelped. “Be careful!” 

“| Knew you'd catch me.” 

“And you’d have bounced if | didn’t. | meant be careful of me!” 
“We've sparred,” she said dismissively. “Il know how strong you are.” 


“You know how strong | was. I’m part bird this Jump! Do you have 
any idea how little bone mass | have as Lina?” It wasn’t just bone 
mass, either: Lina was waifishly thin, five foot ten and barely seven 
stone soaking wet, the same quirk of genetics responsible for my 
large wings having tried very hard to make me light enough to use 
them. The only reason | wasn’t outright ‘scrawny’ was because | was 
less dense, as well. 


Zero opened her mouth to protest her innocence, then thought better 
of it. “Sorry. | wasn’t thinking about that-never thought to ask why 
Nina was such a glass cannon.” Apology complete, she snuggled up 
against me and added, “Can’t argue with the result, though.” 


The “Eep!” she made when | dropped her should not have been as 
Satisfying as it was. 


“SO you made a big deal of it, but | stil/ haven’t seen you all bird-y,” 
Zero said once she’d finished divesting herself of imaginary dust. 
“Come on, let's see it.” 


It wasn’t like | wouldn’t have been in that form anyway if she hadn't 
almost tackled me. | turned this way and that to show off my wings, 
grinning as she admired them-and scolding her when she got a little 
too excited. “Oi! Look, don’t touch!” 


“But they’re fluffy.” 


“Yes, they are, but they’re still attached to me.” | planted my palm on 
her face and pushed, keeping her at arms’ length as she made 
grasping motions towards my wings again. 


Just as with the food, having my hand in her face didn’t muffle her 
voice at all. “You’re almost as bad as Homura with the whole 
touching business.” 


“lam not,” | said. “I’m just not a ‘touchy’ person.” 


Zero abruptly gave up reaching for my wings and stepped back, 
folding her arms. “Homura is the only person you ever take the 
initiative on any sort of close physical contact with,” she said. “Ergo, 
she is the only person you know who is /ess touchy than you are. 
Ergo, almost as bad.” 


That was honestly a better argument than I’d expected from her, and 
one | didn’t want to bother refuting. “Please tell me this isn’t the only 
reason you dropped by,” | grumbled. 


Thankfully, she was more than willing to switch topics. “Nah, | 
finished my quest!” Zero said as she pulled a comically long sheet of 
paper out of thin air and presented it to me with pride. 

“What is this?” 

“A list of every Examine-able Skill in the world, with the monster it 
comes from, and the date and place | got it!” she said, grinning like a 
shark. “Call me the Pokémon Master, ’cause | caught ’em all!” 

| was in good enough spirits to humor her by actually taking the list 
and skimming the first few entries. “You spent the last four years 
running all over the continent in search of every Skill in existence.” 
“Yup.” 

“And you succeeded.” 

“Yup.” 

“Even the stuff on the Northern Continent.” 

“Yup!” Zero posed triumphantly. 

“Did you get the portal drive up and running, then?” 

“Y-crap, | knew | forgot something.” 

| smushed the paper into my face with a groan of, “Zero...” 

“| was busy, okay?” she huffed. “It’s not a big deal.” 

“Yeah. | guess it’s not my problem anyway.” | went back to grinning 
as | handed the slightly wrinkled paper back to her. “Well, 


congratulations on one-hundred-percent completion.” 


“I’m one hundred percent awesome.” Zero beamed at me. “Got more 
than enough Skill Ink too, if you ever want to borrow one. Or | could 


just smack you with ’em and have you Examine them yourself- 
speaking of which, how many Skills have you picked up?” 


“Not many. Haven't really been ‘adventuring’.” Truth be told, I’d more 
or less forgotten about the perk entirely, given that it didn’t work on 
my sparring partners. “I don’t think | can learn skills from you, 
though. It was pretty specific about working on ‘monsters’.” 

“I’m sure | have an alt-form that would count.” 

| shrugged. “What’s next for you, anyway?” 


“Dunno. | honestly expected this to take the whole decade, so I’m 
kinda out of errands.” The paper vanished into whatever she had for 
an inventory, replaced by a large cardboard box. “Speaking of 
errands, though, Max asked me to deliver this.” 

There goes my good mood. 

“ete A SCB ies” 

| took the box cautiously, wondering what Max was playing at now, 
and opened it to reveal a handwritten note on top of a layer of tissue 
paper. 

Cass, 

I’m really sorry about not asking you for permission before | put 

my plan into motion. You’re right; asking for forgiveness instead 

is an entirely different matter, and | shouldn’t have equated the 

two. 


Zeke is worried that you’re going to leave and wants me to ‘fix it’, 


but I’m not sure how to do that after violating your trust. All | 


can Offer is this: if you want to stay with your friends, you can. 
You don’t need to stick with me. If we can’t be friends, | can be 
your landlord, or just a stranger - whatever you’re comfortable 
with. However you want to do it, you’re free to stay, no strings 
attached. 

For what it’s worth, | hope you do. | don’t want my mistake to 
be the reason you choose to go. If nothing else, | would hate 
for you to leave with all this bad blood between us and no hope 
of reconciliation. 

Anyway, this is a gift. | heard Rita fixed you up a nice weapon, 
so |! made you some armor to go with it. | know this might seem 
like I'm trying to buy your affection, but it’s not. I’m just trying 

to do something nice for you because | know | have a l/ot to 
make up for. | hope you can take my word for that much, at 
least. 

-Max 


“What the hell is he apologizing for?” Zero asked, causing me to 
jump-and drive a wing into her chin in the process. “Ow!” 


“Don’t do that!” | grumbled, rubbing my ruffled feathers indignantly. 


“| was just curious!” 


“You could just ask.” | handed her the note to read not over my 
shoulder, then put the box down on the bed so | could fold my arms 
to properly express my exasperation at her antics. 


“| did.” She skimmed it once before handing it back. “And handing 
me the note didn’t answer the question. What kinda shit earns this 
kind of groveling?” 


| told her. 


It took a while. To be honest, | was a little surprised how easily | 
opened up after letting it fester for so long... but | did have more than 
a little experience in the mental illness department, helped along by 
a perk and a decade of relative wellness. It was still an emotional 
roller-coaster. At times, the story made me angry, bitter, or just 
viscerally unhappy about what had happened; other times, | felt free, 
liberated by the act of laying out a breach of trust I’d learned to live 
with but still resented. 


By the time | finished, | just felt tired. 
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Zero stared at me for a bit once | finally stopped talking, digesting 
the story. 


“Wow,” she said. “That’s fucked.” 


That simple bit of validation more than made up for the emotional toil 
of telling the story. “Thank you,” | told her. “I... Homura’s the only one 
I’ve spoken to since who seemed to appreciate why | was so 
unhappy, and she’s, well...” 


“Cold as ice,” she finished for me. 
“She’s not cold! She’s just... reserved.” 


“Cold. As. Ice.” Zero repeated. “Now open your present! | wanna see 
what he made!” 


“Can we go back to the ‘that’s fucked’ part?” | asked. “Because | 
have to say, I’m really grateful to have another person agree with me 
on that.” 


“Sure.” She walked over and sat down backwards on the chair in 
front of my vanity, resting her chin on her arms on the back of the 
chair. “I can’t believe he really thought that would fly once you woke 
up. Isn’t he supposed to be smarter than that?” 


“That is exactly what | said.” 
“Hah. Did you get an answer?” 


“Homura guessed he was just so used to being able to convince 

people to follow his plans, he just assumed that meant I'd like the 
idea... which only made me more insecure, because it made me 

start wondering about all the social perks he uses to do that.” 


“There’s no guarantee that it’s social perks doing it,” Zero said. “He 
might just make plans so good that anyone would decide to follow 
them. | mean, that’s obviously not the case here,” she added when | 
opened my mouth to object, “but the point is that there are other 
reasons to agree with someone besides them being super 
charming.” 


“Like them being right.” 


“Yeah. Now, this whole thing? Fucking dick move, no question. But 
more generally...” 


“Maybe,” | agreed. 

“Anyway, who the fuck doesn’t think this is a problem?” 

| started counting on my fingers. /ndex finger. “Well, Max obviously 
didn’t see an issue.” Middle finger. “Ace immediately tried to 


minimize it.” Ring finger. “Deanna was trying to help, but she never 
validated the whole this is actually a problem thing.” Pinky finger. 


“Dinah’s willing to ignore an awful lot of shit in the name of the 
utilitarian Greater Good, and is also just kind of a bitch.” Thumb. 
“And Zeke is just sort of oblivious to how humans work.” 


“Yikes. That’s some bullshit.” 
“Thanks.” 


“No need to thank me for stating the obvious,” she said. “Was that 
what your fight with Dinah was about?” 


“How did you hear about that?” 


“Max mentioned it,” Zero said. “Did you talk to Tess? | figured she’d 
have a thing or two to say about this.” 


“She... wait, Max didn’t tell you? She apparently died day one.” 
“How?” 
“No idea.” 


“Wow. That sucks.” Zero paused, then added, “You could have 
talked to Dragon instead.” 


“| could’ve,” | admitted, “but I’ve been staying out of the Warehouse 
as much as possible, and... well, if I’m honest, | guess | was worried 
that it really was all in my head. | didn’t want to find out that she 
agreed with the others.” 


“It’s not just you, darling. He fucking fridged you.” 


That had me laughing out loud. “I said exactly the same thing! ‘You! 
Fucking! Fridged! Me!’” | jabbed my finger at an imaginary Jumper 
for emphasis. 


Zero grinned at my antic, meeting my eyes for a moment before 
flicking hers to the box on the bed. The hint was clear. “Okay, fine,” | 
said. “Let’s see what we’ve got.” 


‘What we’ve got’ turned out to be an outfit that was painfully JRPG, 
which Zero immediately made me try on. Granted, | probably would 
have done the same thing without her nagging, but she was insistent 
on ‘seeing what it looked like’, and what it looked like was this: the 
centerpiece of the outfit was a blue dress that was loose and puffy in 
the shoulders but cinched tight around the waist. The sleeves ended 
just below the shoulder, and the skirt was asymmetrical, going down 
to my right ankle while leaving my left leg exposed. A maroon 
undershirt covered my arms the rest of the way to my wrists, where 
heavy vambraces protected my forearms and complemented my 
bangles. Matching boots protected my feet, dark tights gave me a 
false sense of modesty despite concealing practically nothing, and a 
few too many belts completed the genre aesthetic. 


As for its usefulness as armor: according to notes from other people 
Max had collaborated with-Mordin, Sirius, and Rita among them-it 
was tougher and more protective than anything in the setting, even 
for the places it didn’t cover, like my wings and face. | wasn’t going to 
get stabbed again; enchantments were near full effectiveness in the 
current magical setting, and we had some amazing enchanters. It 
also defied all Known laws of physics by having pockets-and that’s 
not just a crack at women’s clothing. There was no physical space 
for them, but there they were. 


The ensemble was stylish, comfortable, and functional, but | docked 

him a few points for blatantly copying Nina’s Breath of Fire !! outfit. It 
was amusing to be cosplaying a distant ancestor, but | was still going 
to ding him on originality. 


Max was waiting for me in one corner of the lounge, where three 
armchairs and a large potted plant surrounded a tiny little coffee 
table. He’d chosen the chair facing the door, and had a mug of black 
coffee sitting on the table in front of him, steam wafting from the 
surface. 


“Hey,” he said. 


“Hey,” | said. 
“You got my note.” 


“Yeah.” | fidgeted with the belt of my new outfit. “Uh... thanks for the 
armor.” 


“It looks good on you.” 
“Thanks for the compliment, as well.” 


He laughed, the sound stiff and uncomfortable. “Would you like a 
seat? Something to drink?” 


“Yes and no-thank-you.” | sat... and immediately realized that 
armchairs like this were not designed for people with wings. 
Thankfully, the Warehouse was still every bit as bullshit as ever, and 
the chair quickly reshaped itself to accommodate my extra limbs. 
Max waited patiently for me to make myself comfortable, letting me 
have the first word. 


“It’s been a while,” | said. 


“Yeah.” Max glanced away and cleared his throat loudly. “I’m sorry 
about... storming out.” 


“| saw.” That came out more aggressively than I'd intended. “I mean | 
got your package, and | appreciate the gesture. It was... well, if you 
were trying to buy my affection, that would be a good start.” 


He snorted. 


“But | couldn’t help but notice your note didn’t even mention my ‘big 
problem’-the fear that you’re pushing me to act and think a certain 
way, actively or passively-and now that I’ve started thinking about it, | 
can't just ignore it.” | stopped, then amended, “No, | can ignore it... 
and that honestly scares me a little. | could see myself setting the 
question aside and... well, | guess if it is happening, I’d stop thinking 
about it sooner or later, one way or the other. 


“That's the problem with your offer of... residency, | guess Id call it. | 
can't just tag along and pretend you don't exist, because you do. 
Maybe more than I do. You might be the most real thing here, and 
that’s terrifying.” 


Max stared at me for a moment, apparently stumped as to how to 
respond, and | found myself carrying on just to fill the silence. “That’s 
not a good sign, is it?” | asked. “That | could ignore the question, | 
mean. But | want to stay. | know that, and | know it makes me 
biased, and that just makes me even less trusting of this whole thing. 


“Every time | think about it-about whether | should leave or stay-| 
keep coming back to the same questions. How can | know the things 
you say and do aren’t just a show to make me stop worrying and go 
back to ‘normal’? How can | be sure you’re not going to use some 
subtle social power on me whenever | disagree? It doesn’t have to 
be a ‘master’ power; there are plenty of ways a ‘thinker’-type ability 
could be just as effective. Even a passive probability-manipulating 
perk could interfere with my judgment.” 


“So anything | do to push you either way is suspect,” Max said. 


“Yeah... but even with all of those doubts, | don’t want to leave. | 
wasn’t asking those questions because | was trying to decide what to 
do. | was asking them because | want to find a way to stay without... 
without feeling like I’m giving up.” 


“Giving up?” 


“You know, surrendering.” There was a lump in my throat that 
swallowing didn’t get rid of. “I didn’t want... | don’t want to think that 
I’d just rather be a happy slave than free and depressed. | don’t want 
to feel like I’m sacrificing my dignity, like... like an addict or 
something. That's why | asked you to turn everything off. | wanted to 
see what was under all those perks, because if | can trust him, | can 
trust you.” 


“You wouldn't,” he said. “Trust him, | mean.” 


“Maybe... but that’s not the problem, though, is it?” Four years was a 
long time to think about things-Max, his perks, my own suspicions 
about the concept of ‘perks’ in general-and I'd come to a few 
conclusions over the years. 


“The problem is how you solved that problem,” | told him. “You 
wanted to be a better person, or a better friend, or just more likable- 
however you want to say it-and so you magicked up a whole bunch 
of self improvement perks mail-ordered straight from your weird 
eldritch overlord... and you relied on them. You never improved any 
of your social skills-your real social skills-because the perks took 
care of things for you. You spent hundreds of years getting better at 
using your perks rather than getting better at the actual skill of being 
social, and that’s where you went wrong, here: you got complacent. 
You took your ability to ‘win’ a conversation for granted. Pass a 
diplomacy check, or a charisma test, or whatever gaming metaphor 
suits your fancy. It didn’t occur to you that you might be doing 
something an apology and a sheepish grin couldn’t fix... or maybe 
they could fix it, and that’s its own problem.” 


| could fee! Max’s desire to butt in-one of his social perks trying to 
give him a chance to speak?-but | wasn’t done. “But that’s why you 
won't let go of your skills,” | continued. “You don’t trust yourself to 
function without them. You probably trust yourself even less now that 
you’ve fucked up with them enabled. You say | wouldn't like who you 
are underneath because he’s still the same person who drove away 
his friends and alienated his family lifetimes ago in ‘real life’-and 
that’s why you took all those skills in the first place, isn’t it? You piled 
on all these advantages because you never want that to happen 
again, and you won't let go even for a second because as much as 
people may not have liked him, you want to be him even less. 


“And that makes me wonder why you care about whether | stay. You 
didn’t really want to bring me along, did you? You and Jenn wanted 
to recruit ‘Doctor Rolins’, the woman | would have been. She 
probably would have found the ‘gender error’ funny. She probably 
would have been comfortable roleplaying someone’s mom. She’s a 


completely different person, and you got me instead. So why do you 
care if | stick around? Is it for me? For Zeke? Or for yourself? Do you 
just not want to have driven someone away again?” The last few 
sentences felt thick and heavy in my throat, and | found myself 
wiping wetness out of my eyes with one hand as | dropped my gaze 
to the table between us. 


Max waited for me to get myself back under control before giving his 
head a firm shake. “Il Knew you weren’t ‘Doctor Rolins’, and I’m sorry 
| acted like you were. | didn’t stop to get to know you before treating 
you like your future self, and that was a mistake-our conversation in 
the lounge the day after you joined proved as much. That doesn’t 
mean | want you to be someone else.” 


“But you did, didn’t you?” | asked, raising my eyes to meet his again. 
“A mad scientist with a robot is cool; a whiny, insecure thirty-year-old 
NEET is not. Why did you bring me at all when I’m obviously not the 
person you're actually interested in? Generosity? Pity? Some 
misplaced hope that somehow I’d turn out the same?” 


Max grimaced. “Those things did play a part,” he admitted. “I said 
when we first met that part of the reason | was offering you a chance 
to join is the fact that you’d want to go, and... if | may be brutally 
honest with us both, | may have seen you as a bit of a magikarp.” 


“A pitiable creature who’ll eventually turn into something more 
interesting,” | said bitterly. “You’re really not pulling your punches 
right now, are you?” 


“Neither are you. You know, | never realized how much it would hurt 
to earn one of those.” 


“One of what?” 


“A Rolins Rant. | didn’t describe you as a ‘tactical assault therapist’ 
for nothing.” Max sighed as he stopped to sip at his coffee. “That’s 
what | meant by you ‘packing social firepower’, you know. 
Cassandra’s Truth, not some royal politeness freebie.” 


“Cassandra’s what now?” 


“Cassandra’s Truth,” he repeated. “One of the perks from your 
world’s Jump, a four-hundred-pointer. It’s named after you, so it’s 
almost guaranteed to be one of your Innates.” 


“Innates’.” 


“Innate perks, you know, the things you have just by virtue of being 
you.” 


| looked at him in total befuddlement. “You're telling me that |, the 
socially anxious, awkward loner, have a high-tier social perk as an 
innate part of my being?” 


“Yeah. Your roommate’s sudden turnaround during your vacation 
Robinsonade wasn’t just Trek storytelling; that was your perk for 
turning foes into friends.” 


It was what? 
“What does it do?” | asked. “What exactly does it do?” 


“It’s sort of a tangled mess of a description,” Max hedged, “but | can 
try to summarize. It mentions empathy as being distinct from 
compassion-the ability to walk a mile in someone's shoes, basically. 
Figuring out how and why people tick, and being able to dictate it 
back to them to point out their flaws. There’s some stuff about how 
you can change people’s minds by figuring out things they’ve 
missed, perspectives they’ve ignored or assumed, and making a 
point to confront those things. There’s also something about making 
friends out of enemies, but it doesn’t explain how that’s supposed to 
work; it’s not clear whether it’s the result of the other parts or its own 
thing, but having seen it in action, I’m leaning towards the latter.” 


“So I’m walking around with a ‘friendship aura’ that does exactly 
what | was afraid you were doing, and | can’t turn it off?” The only 


reason my voice wasn’t edging into hysteria was sheer disbelief at 
the allegation. 


Max laughed and shook his head. “No, nothing like that. Your world 
doesn’t have psychic powers or mind control... well, not that kind, 
anyway. You are innately befriendable, Cass.” 


“Huh.” That was... quite a weird thing to hear. “Nothing more?” 


“Well, maybe a bit more,” he admitted. “I mean, you managed to 
befriend Armsmaster while you were still a capital-v Villain. That’s a 
little bullshit.” 


“That’s not funny.” 


“But it does illustrate something important,” Max said, holding up a 
finger. “It didn’t trip Master/Stranger Protocols at one of the most 
paranoid PRT branches in the country.” 


“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” 

“Hopefully.” 

| let out a dry chuckle at the bluntness of his response. “That’s it?” 
“It’s pretty good evidence it’s not nefarious.” 

That might even be true. Wait- 

“What do you mean ‘that kind’ of mind control?” | asked. 


Max waved his hand dismissively. “Just an ill-timed joke about the 
mind-machine-interface the mechs used. Don’t worry about it.” 


Ah, that kind of ‘mind control’. 


“Innately befriendable,” | repeated skeptically. Then, remembering 
Homura’s comments not long after the fiasco itself, | added, “And 
‘forgiving’, since | can’t turn enemies into friends if / stay mad.” 


“No, you just let it all out in a weaponized perspective beam.” 
| raised an eyebrow. 


“Your... uh, let’s call it ‘analysis’,” he explained. “That was hard to 
hear.” 


“Am | wrong?” 


“I... [want to say yes, but I’d be lying.” Max sighed. “It gives mea 
mirror to examine myself in, regardless of whether or not | like what | 
see.” 


“That only matters if you see something to change.” 


Silence claimed us again, no less awkward than the last. At least it 
was shorter. 


“| Know we don’t see eye to eye on everything,” he said after another 
sip of coffee. “We’ve agreed to disagree, in the past. This isn’t going 
to be one of those times. | fucked up, and I’m sorry. If I’ve learned 
anything from this-and | want to believe | have-it’s that | can’t take 
permission, or friendship, or trust, or any of those things for granted. 
It’s something I’m given, not something | just have.” 


“It's something you can take,” | said. 
Max closed his eyes and let out another sigh. 


“It's something | can take,” he said, “but I’d break it by taking it, and 
that would leave me nothing, in the end.” 


“Because at the end of the day, you’re honest enough to value the 
difference between ‘having a friendship’ and ‘being a friend’.” 


“| hope so.” 


| nodded. 


“So do |.” 


There was another pause. Max sipped his coffee. | stopped tapping 
my fingers on the arm of the chair. 


“| asked how | could be sure the things you said and did weren't just 
to manipulate me,” | said, “and the truth is, I’m not sure | can. But... 
at some point | have to believe something. | can’t stack doubt on 
doubt forever or I'll never decide on anything... and | think | can 
believe that.” 


“I’m glad to hear it... | think.” 


| gave him a weak but heartfelt smile. “And... Max? | know you don't 
want to bare your past self to me, but... consider finding someone 
you can trust with that? | don’t know who you're close to...” 


“| understand what you’re trying to say,” Max said, “but | still have the 
same argument | made before. It doesn’t matter whether | get the 
skills from perks or practice. They’re my skills either way.” 

“Even the supernatural ones?” 

“Supernatural ones?” he asked. 


“You said you had ‘non-mundane’ skills active.” 


“Yes, but...” Max paused, then said, “Let me ask you this: do you 
think your, uh, ‘indelicate’ analysis of my character was the result of 
a mundane skill?” 


“.. Yes?” | said. 


“Well, | would disagree. How many people did you know in your 
world who could have given me something similar?” 


“Half a dozen? That’s more than a quarter of the about-twenty- 
people | was close friends with.” 


That tripped him up. 


“Well,” he said after a moment's hesitation, “I think that’s a 
demonstration of sampling bias.” 


“But it’s clearly not a Superpower or anything,” | countered. 


“That's the point | was trying to make. ‘Non-mundane’ doesn’t mean 
Supernatural.” 


| cocked my head quizzically. “Then what does it mean?” 


“Anything ‘exceptional’, or that would require training. You know, the 
opposite of ‘mundane’: common, ordinary, or banal; lacking in 
interest.” Max paused. “Oh, | see. The second definition of 
‘mundane’ is ‘of the earthly world rather than the spiritual one’, 
which... might be where the confusion arose.” 


“SO our entire massive argument stemmed from a semantic issue?” 
“Is that uncommon?” 
“Well... no,” | admitted. “It is exasperating, though.” 


“Maybe you should have let me keep a few more social perks,” he 
joked. “We could have nipped this problem in the bud.” 


“| didn’t ‘let’ you keep anything,” | argued. “I had no way to force you 
to turn them off. | didn’t even have a way to check whether or not 
you actually turned them off.” 


“So... even though the entire problem stemmed from your worry that 
| was cleverly manipulating you, you didn’t even have a way to check 
whether or not | was lying about turning off my ability to cleverly 
manipulate you?” 


“| would say ‘subtly’ rather than ‘cleverly’, since | was equally worried 
about supernatural powers, but otherwise... yes.” 


“That is a somewhat contradictory level of trust you’ve placed in me,” 
Max observed. 


“What else could | do?” | asked. 
“| don’t know.” 
“This hasn’t come up before?” 


“No. At least, never to this extent.” He drained his coffee mug and 
set it back on the coaster with a clink. “Not that I’m blaming you for 
being concerned-” 


“Of course,” | said, waving him off. “It’s still useful to know.” 
“How so?” 


“Because it implies that something about my experience caused me 
to worry like this, which is worth knowing.” 


“Worm?” 


“Maybe... or maybe it’s my general distrust of conversation in 
general.” 


Max raised his eyebrows. “You're going to have to explain that one 
to me.” 


“Just that | never really trust that the things people say are their 
actual reactions rather than performances put on for social effect,” | 
said with a shrug. “Like, I’m never sure if people care about whatever 
I’m saying, or if they’re just being polite and waiting for their turn to 
talk about something interesting. | catch myself doing that 
sometimes-‘waiting to talk’ rather than ‘listening’-and | always feel 
bad when it happens, but sometimes someone is really enthusiastic 
about something that | just can’t engage in. | try to be a good 
audience because that’s what friends do, but it makes me feel like a 
fake. | always wonder if doing that makes me manipulative-faking 
interest because | want that person to like talking to me.” 


Max nodded slowly, a look of sympathy on his face. “The line 
between ‘polite’ and ‘manipulative’ can get blurry at times, since both 
ultimately involve some degree of falsehood in pursuit of social 
goals. The truth is, Cass, most people don’t even stop to worry which 
is which. You’re just at that uncomfortable level of ‘comfort’’-he made 
air-quotes with his fingers-“with social interactions where you can 
navigate fine, but you have to consciously think about how you do it. 
It means you start worrying about why you do things other people 
take for granted. 


“It’s easy to feel like you’re manipulating people when you have to 
deliberately ‘perform’ certain actions-or reactions. The question to 
ask is, ‘Does my performance match my feelings?’ If so, you’re just 
making an effort to express yourself accurately.” 


“And if the answer is ‘No, because | don’t actually care about what 
the other person is talking about but don’t want to hurt their 
feelings’?” | asked. 


“Then you’re being polite,” he said. “From a cynical point of view, 
politeness is nothing but a formal system of harmless half-truths to 
grease social interactions.” 


“Yeah,” | said, not because | agreed but simply to show | wasn’t 
going to argue. “I can do ‘polite’ well enough, | guess. I’m terrible at 
comforting people, though-! always end up over-thinking things and 
saying something that just makes them feel worse.” 


“It’s a skill, like anything else.” 


“Sure.” | sighed, feeling myself deflate a bit. “Back to the point... all 
that insecurity was bad enough when | was confident that no one 
had any weird super-abilities; it was only a matter of time before | 
flipped out. It even applies to one’s se/f. Like, how are you sure 
you're still you, and not a collection of charisma and intelligence 
perks piloting a human puppet?” 


Max gave me a flat look. “It doesn’t work like that,” he said. “Thanks 
for giving me a brand new source of existential anxiety, though.” 


“It’s only fair, after the amount you’ve given me this Jump,” | quipped. 
“Seriously, though, if you weren’t worrying about this before, you 
aren’t anywhere near suspicious enough of all of this.” 
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Chapter 74: Knights and Princesses 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 74: Knights and Princesses 


| spent the year-and-a-bit following my Knightly ‘graduation’ hunting 
monsters and the rare criminal-sometimes under the supervision of a 
more experienced Knight, but increasingly often leading a handful of 
guards on my own recognizance. | assume | was kept away from the 
most dangerous tasks simply because | was ‘less expendable’ than 
anyone else, but it kept me busy and feeling good; we were doing 
important work to keep people safe, and | was-in the privacy of my 
own mind-having the sorts of ‘adventures’ I’d hoped for from the 
Generic Fantasy RPG. Along the way, | continued to hone my 
naginata skills (with more than a little help from Zero) and even 
remembered to flex my Examine perk a bit. 


Given that | was now frequently out traveling the countryside for 
weeks at a time, | was no longer able to meet with Homura and Zeke 
except during the few days each month | was back in the City. To my 
surprise, Homura and Zeke warmed up to each other quickly in my 
absence; or rather, Homura warmed up to Zeke and Zeke relaxed in 
general. He still rarely left the house, but that was less due to 
shyness and more due to the unwelcome amount of attention he was 
getting from girls-and the occasional boy. There was finally someone 
on the ’chain /Jess comfortable with the idea of dating that | was. 


| made a note not to tell Zero that. Zeke didn’t need to deal with her 
particular brand of ‘help’, and the thought that she might succeed 
was worrying in its own way. 


The metaphorical training wheels came off a little less than two years 
after my official Knighting, when | was among those selected for a 
very special mission: the capture of the fugitive horsemen who'd 
stabbed me nearly to death what felt like a lifetime ago. Balio and 
Sunder had surfaced trying to cross the North Checkpoint out of the 
wastes; one of the guards had recognized them from the countless 
‘Wanted’ posters and asked them to wait while he prepared to arrest 
them, but the brothers smelled a rat and slipped away before they 
were surrounded. 


In a world that was less... I'll be polite and call it ‘narratively 
minded’... | probably wouldn’t be allowed on the mission, nor would 
Rupert: it was too personal. Of course, JRPG tropes (or just the 
classic trope of the main characters doing everything) remained in 
full effect, and so | was tasked with bringing the people responsible 
for my kidnapping and later near-lethal stabbing to justice, with 
Captain Rupert in command... officially. The chain of command was 
a bit of a mess; | may no longer be the Crown Princess, but | still 
outranked Rupert considerably in the political arena despite being 
his subordinate in the military. So | could overrule him by royal 
decree... probably. 


| wasn’t interested in finding out which way the wind would blow if we 
went head to head on a decision, and Rupert was clearly the more 
experienced leader anyway. I’d follow his lead unless | had a damn 
good reason to do otherwise, as-in addition to the general 
clusterfuck it would cause-I’d likely make an enemy of the man no 
matter how justified my actions. 


At any rate, Rupert was leading six Knights-the most I’d seen 
assigned to a single task since I’d begun training-and two dozen 
soldiers, all eager to distinguish themselves in the presence of the 
Princess. Last-and possibly least-were a dozen more ‘helpers’, 
squires and wagon drivers who would keep everything moving 
smoothly. We were in for a long haul; just getting to the checkpoint 
with such a large party would take a week or more, to say nothing of 


how long we'd spent searching the Wastes for a pair of fugitives who 
had already proven adept at running to ground. 


| was... pretty sure it would be enough. Still, | had the unsettling 
feeling nagging at me that | was once more being led into the ‘plot’- 
and this time, it was a plot that had diverged well and far away from 
any foreknowledge | might have. Given how well I’d done with 
foreknowledge of the early plot, | think a bit of nervousness was 
entirely justified. 


== XS=X==X--- 


| found Rei sitting by a fire at the edge of the camp on the first day 
out of the capital-he was officially a Knight, and knew his way around 
the Wastes better than most. Seeing him there sent a nasty twinge of 
guilt through my chest at how much I'd disconnected from everyone 
over the years-aside from a few brief sparring sessions, we’d barely 
spoken since I’d started my training. 


No time like the present to fix that, | told myself. 


“It must be different, working with so many people,” | said as | 
walked up. 


He shrugged and added another log to the fire. “Sure is,” he said. 
“Kinda reminds me of old times.” 


| smiled as | sat down across from him. “Traveling to Wyndia?” 


Rei grinned. “Hah, yeah... we go way back, don’t we?” His grin 
faltered, and he added, “Almost as far back as Ryu and Teepo.” 


“I’m sorry. They were good people.” 


“We weren't,” he said. “Not ‘til you came around. We were bandits. 
Thieves.” 


“By circumstance,” | countered, leaning over to point at his chest. 
“Not by heart.” 


He chuffed. 


“There’s always hope,” | said, looking up at the stars overhead. 
“Nothing’s impossible.” 


“Death’s always final, though.” 


“| was stabbed through the heart. It doesn’t get much deader than 
that.” 


Rei shook his head, ponytail waving back and forth. He didn’t argue, 
but he clearly didn’t have any hope of seeing his brothers again, and 
| wasn't going to change that. 


“Tell me about them?” | asked. “Stories | wouldn't have heard? Teepo 
spoke about himself at length, but | believe he omitted a lot, and 
fabricated more.” 


“You heard about how we killed the Nue up in the mountain?” 
| chuckled. “Twenty times, at least.” 

“Did you hear why we were up there in the first place?” 

Cass knew the story, but Lina didn't. “To kill it?” 


He snorted. “Well, yeah... but it’s not like a bunch of pick-pockets 
just decided to go monster hunting one day. We got caught. Big burly 
woodsman had been hassling us all winter... trying to put a stop to 
our thieving. We got the bright idea to break into his house.” 


“He caught you in his own house?” 


“Yeah. Wasn't even a fight. He had all three of us tied up outside, 
and | thought we were done for... we’d be locked up forever, at 
best.” His tail flicked back and forth behind him as he stared into the 
fire. “He had a different idea. He wanted to teach us the meaning of 
honest work, getting paid for helping people rather than taking what’s 


theirs. So he sent me up to kill the Nue while Teepo and Rei 
chopped firewood to pay for what we'd stolen. 


“They finished their job and caught up to me before | even found the 
thing.” He chuckled quietly. “They were worried about leaving me on 
my own.” 


“That’s sweet,” | said. When he didn’t continue, | prompted, “So the 
three of you killed the Nue?” 


“Eventually,” he said, prodding the fire with another chunk of wood. 
“Our first taste of heroism. A bitter taste, considering...” 


He poked at the fire rather than continue the thought. 
“And you stopped stealing after that?” | prompted. 


That got Rei to laugh outright. “Course we did. You showed up!” We 
shared a smile, but his good humor faded quickly. “Sometimes | 
wonder what would've happened if you hadn't,” he said softly. “Or if 
we’d sent you on your way, instead of helping you.” 


“That's only natural,” | said. His eyes flicked from the fire up to my 
face, then back to the fire. “It doesn’t help, does it? The wondering.” 


“No.” He dropped the log he’d been using as a poker on the fire, then 
grabbed another. “We were heroes... we lived like lords for 
months...” The fire snapped and crackled as he went back to 
prodding at it. “But | wonder... what if. What if we hadn't? We could 
have lived in the woods, hungry and poor... but we’d be together.” 


Until something else tore you apart, | thought. Sorry, Rei; those two 
were never going to have simple lives. The call knows where you 
live. 
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It was about a week-and-a-half journey from Wyndia to the North 
Checkpoint on foot if you were traveling light; with our wagon train, it 


took three. | continued sitting with Rei in the evenings, sometimes 
talking, sometimes just Keeping company. He seemed a little more 
lively than he had that first night, but for all | knew he was putting on 
a brave face for me. 


In the mornings, | talked strategy with Captain Rupert as the 
guardsmen broke the camp. “Why would they reappear now?” | 
asked one morning about halfway to the checkpoint, the day after 
we'd crossed the mountain range collectively known as Mount Levitt. 
“It’s been years.” 


“Exactly.” He paused to make sure he could see his face clearly 
reflected in the breastplate he was polishing. “They probably thought 
the heat had died down,” he continued, putting away the polish and 
rag and summoning a squire to help him don the armor. “If they've 
been in the Wastes for the last few years, they wouldn’t know their 
likeness is still on every street corner in the Kingdom.” 


“They tried to murder a member of the royal family,” | said. “Surely 
they realize that’s not going to be forgotten?” 


“Criminals aren't criminals because they’re smart,” he said. 


We crossed the Checkpoint without issue, our Writ of Passage 
ensuring that there would be no challenges. Then we were out of 
Wyndia and into the Wastes. The Wastes were... well, ‘barren’ is as 
good a word as any. It wasn’t even a proper desert, just a vast 
expanse of sparse, rocky shrub-land, bracketed by mountains to the 
north and south, the Dauna river to the east, and an inland sea to the 
west. The perimeter was a bit more lively, with enough hardy 
grasses and stubborn weeds to sustain an itinerant population of 
cattle, and even the occasional scraggly copse of trees that | thought 
might be fruit-bearing, but the center was exactly what you’d expect 
from a place called the “Great Wastes”. Dirt, rocks, prickly little 
shrubs, and more dirt. 


Rei had made several journeys back to the Wastes; the first, to give 
thanks to the Elder for his help, then simply to visit. He was acting as 


our guide, and was able to lead us more or less directly to the tribe 
we were looking for. As luck would have it, the turning seasons put 
them only a few days’ travel to the west. 


The day of our arrival had a festival air; it was tradition to bring gifts 
when returning to the tribe from a journey, and with several dozen 
people arriving... well, there was a reason beyond simple supplies 
that we’d hauled three wagons all the way from Wyndia. Neither 
Deidre or Rei had mentioned that the nomad tribes weren’t human- 
serves me right for assuming. In fact, they were all horsemen, the 
same race as the people we were hunting; | had to squash my gut 
reaction as the camp came into view, because apparently | was a 
racist now. “The only horsemen I’d ever met stabbed me nearly to 
death” could only excuse so much. 


After the festivities had quieted down, Rei introduced us to his 
contact among the tribe’s Elders. He was probably the oldest 
horseman | would ever meet, his hair entirely white, his... fur?... 
thinning, and his back so stooped with age his eyes were even with 
mine-did | mention that horsemen were huge? Balio and Sunder had 
towered over everyone, but it turned out they were short for 
horsemen. 


Said Elder was also strong, judging by Rei’s reaction to his heartfelt 
embrace. “Rei! My friend! You’ve brought a tribe of your own to my 
camp! What occasion brings you all here?” 


“Air,” Rel wheezed. 


The Elder set the badly ruffled Woren down and turned to Rupert 
and |. “Please, introduce us!” 


“Ahem...” Rei motioned to me and the captain. “Bard, may | present 
Lina, of Wyndia, and her guard, Rupert.” 


“Well met!” Bard cried, patting Rupert hard enough to stagger him 
before turning a critical eye to me. “Lina, Lina, | have heard that 
name before...” he leaned in close, until we were practically nose to 


nose. “Ah! You are the princess Rei and his friend wished to heal! In 
the flesh! | had heard of your recovery, but | did not think you would 
visit yourself!” He hugged me; | was inordinately proud that | 
weathered his affectionate greeting better than the others, for all it 
was my previous RPG perks cheating for me. “A sturdy one, too!” he 
said as he put me down. “But | do not imagine this is a social visit!” 


“I’m afraid not, Elder Bard,” | said. “The assassins disappeared years 
ago... until last month, when they tried to cross the Dauna 
checkpoint from the Wastes back into Wyndia. They were spotted 
and fled... but we believe that they are still in the Wastes.” Referring 
to the pair as ‘assassins’ was a deliberate choice; it was a word that 
would elicit no sympathy whatsoever from the tribe. The two may not 
have set out to kill me, but they certainly tried, and it wasn’t hard to 
spin ‘murder’ into ‘assassination’ when talking about someone in the 
royal family. 


From the expression that crossed Bard’s face, my word choice had 
the desired effect. “Murderers.” He turned and spat to make his 
opinion clear. “I wish you success with your hunt, but the Wastes are 
vast. How do you plan to find them?” 


“We had hoped you could help. Perhaps you’ve seen them?” | 
motioned to Rupert, who unrolled a likeness of the pair, one of the 
countless posters that had been distributed across Wyndia during 
my infirmity and were, as far as | knew, still there. 


Bard peered at the pictures, then shook his head, his bushy white 
mane swishing back and forth with the motion. “Il am afraid | have 
seen neither of these men.” He continued scowling at the pictures. 
“However, | do know that something has disturbed the monsters 
around Mt. Orreg. Perhaps your fugitives have taken refuge there?” 


“That’s the place you sent us years ago, isn’t it?” Rei asked. 


“The same! The very same!” Bard laughed and delivered another 
rattling blow to Rei’s shoulder. “I trust you will have no problem 
navigating the mountain again?” 


“Not at all,” Rei agreed. “Uh... the guardsmen might not be able to 
make it, though.” 


“We'll see what the trail looks like when we get there,” Rupert said. 
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It took us another five days to arrive at Mt. Orreg, a large, jagged 
mountain northwest of the Syn Sea. | only had to take one look at 
the mountain to learn why Rei had been worried about the 
guardsmen; we’d be climbing, not hiking. This world didn’t have 
mountaineering equipment, either, so we’d be free climbing with no 
ropes or anchors. If | couldn’t not-quite-glide my way out of a nasty 
fall, I'd probably have refused outright. / can’t believe Teepo agreed 
to do this before he learned he could fly. 


Rupert had the guards make camp not far from the base of the 
mountain, then had Rei, himself, and | attempt the climb. | called ita 
mountain, and it certainly seemed like one at the time, but to a 
‘mountain climber’ back on Earth it wouldn’t even be a footnote; the 
summit couldn't have been more than a few thousand feet above the 
base. It was steep, though, so we'd be climbing cliff faces most of 
the way up. Rupert left his armor and glaive with the guards, since 
they would be too heavy to climb with, taking only a shortsword on 
his back. | had to rig a custom harness for my naginata, since just 
slinging it over my back would interfere with my wings, but | made 
do; | didn’t want to get into a fight with anything less than my best. 


The climb was damned hard, made harder by the lack of modern 
equipment and frequent vulture attacks, but we made slow but 
steady progress throughout the day. Unfortunately, we were still less 
than halfway up the mountain by nightfall, and had to climb fifty feet 
back down to make camp. “I see what Bard meant about the 
monsters,” Rei said as we pitched the tent on one of the few 
stretches of flat ground we’d encountered. “We never had to deal 
with any attacks during the actual climbing.” 


“Only on the summit?” | asked. 


“And places like this.” He finished pounding the final peg into the 
ground and ducked into the tent. Rupert and | exchanged a glance, 
then he entered the tent as well, leaving first watch to me. Nothing 
interesting happened for the three hours | spent in vigil, and then | 
woke Rei up for his turn and went to sleep. 


The next day we made better progress. Rei led us around the 
mountain and up an easier-though still difficult-cliff face, and we 
didn’t have to backtrack to camp, since the mountain was finally 
beginning to level out. We might have been able to push for the 
summit, but Rupert wanted everyone rested in case we found 
ourselves in a fight. We took the same three-rotation watch, and then 
it was dawn, and time for the final approach. 


“They’re probably not on the summit itself,” Rei said. “There’s a cave 
near the top on the east side of the mountain. If anyone’s camping 
here, they'd use that.” 


“We'll be ready,” Rupert said. | nodded, and we set out for the final 
hundred feet of climbing, followed by a hike up a barely-navigable 
trail. Nothing bothered us, which only made me more anxious. The 
narrative conventions of the world had long since become clear; 
there would be a boss fight ahead. 


Geographical features shouldn’t be able to surprise people, but the 
cave snuck up on me; it wasn’t visible until Rei called us to a stop 
right on top of it. We each readied our weapons, and then stepped 
into the gloom. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, and if our 
enemies had been smart, they would have struck then, but nothing 
happened, and we were free to creep forward. The cave wasn't 
entirely closed at the top; a jagged crack let in just enough light to 
see by, and directed rainwater into a pool at the center of the cavern. 
A line of smooth stepping-stones led to a dais at the center of the 
pool, though it was empty. | leaned over to speak to Rei. “Is that 
where you found the thing you had to bring back?” 


“Yeah,” he said. “Now, quietly.” He led us around the edge of the 
pool, towards a patch of deeper shadows at the back of the cavern. 


Rupert wasn’t exactly skilled in ‘quiet’, even though he’d been forced 
to leave his armor at the base of the mountain, so it wasn't terribly 
surprising that we weren’t able to sneak up on the cave’s inhabitant. 
The inhabitant in question, however, was a Surprise; a raggedy, 
unshaven youth with a chipped sword and a wild mane of messy 
purple hair. His first stroke nearly took Rei’s head off. He didn’t take 
a second, the blade dropping from nerveless fingers. 


“Rel?” he whispered. 


Rei went ramrod straight at the sound of his name. “Teepo!? What 
are yOu-” 


“Why are you-” 


Neither finished their question as they embraced, holding each other 
tightly. Rei’s shoulders were shaking, and Teepo was barely holding 
back his own tears. | was getting misty-eyed, myself, and pointedly 
ignored Rupert’s questioning look. 


“| thought you were dead,” Rei said. 


“I’m sorry,” Teepo said. “I... couldn’t come back to Wyndia. Not 
after...” he paused, then gently pushed Rei away. “You shouldn’t be 
here. Why are you here?” 


“We were looking for Balio and Sunder,” Rei said. “They’re in the 
Wastes somewhere. Bard thought... since the monsters around here 
were going crazy...” 


Teepo shook his head. “No... that’s just me...” 


Rei looked him up and down, then peered past him at what must 
have been his ‘home’, such as it was. It wasn’t much to look at; a 
bundle of straw that served as a bed, a few ragged pieces of cloth 
that could have been intended as a tent, and an old weather-beaten 
iron pot were the sum total of his amenities. 


“How did you end up all the way out here?” Rupert asked. 


“I...” Teepo hesitated, then decided to lie... badly. “I don't 
remember?” 


Rupert and | exchanged a glance. His was curious, and more than a 
little cautious. | knew full well what had happened. 


Rei reached out and put a hand on Teepo’s shoulder. “That doesn’t 
matter. You can come back with us...” 


“No!” Teepo said quickly. “I can’t. I’m... I’m too dangerous.” 
Rupert’s next glance was concerned. 

“| don’t believe that,” | said, pushing past Rupert. 

“Lina!” Teepo yelled. “I... you... you’re alive!” 


“Thanks to you,” | said. “Rei told me you were the one who found the 
magic to heal me.” 


“You...” He wiped his eyes with one hand. “I’m so glad you're all 
right... but... you shouldn’t be near me. No one should.” 


“Come on, Teepo,” Rei said. “We can work out the... whatever’s 
going on. Right?” He stepped forward to rest a hand on Teepo’s 
shoulder. “I can’t just leave you here. Ryu would never forgive me.” 
“Ryu...” Teepo wiped his eyes again. “Is he alive, too?” 

“You don’t know?” 

“No.” Teepo shook his head, hair flapping. “I don’t... | don’t Know. 
But... you should stay away from him, Rei. From both of us. We’re 
dangerous.” 


| looked over the ragged camp again and shook my head. 


“| don't believe that, Teepo,” | said. “You deserve better than this. 
Come with us. Please.” 


Teepo couldn't resist, and he followed us out and down the 
mountain. | felt a little guilty for playing him like this, but not as guilty 
as I'd feel leaving him alone on a mountain in the middle of nowhere. 


Climbing down was harder than going up, and | was soar-ly tempted 
to just fling myself clear of the cliffs and glide all the way down, but | 

had a sneaking suspicion Teepo would bolt if | wasn’t there to remind 
him of why he’d agreed to come in the first place. 


Going down may have been harder, but it was also faster, so we 
ended up camping on the same ridge we’d used the first night. 
Nothing happened during my watch; | woke Rei and took his place in 
the tent without incident. 
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Something clamped over my nose and mouth, and | jolted awake to 
see Rupert leaning over me with a finger to his lips. | nodded, and 
grabbed my naginata from the floor beside me while he did the same 
to Rei and Teepo. | didn’t need an explanation; | could hear the same 
thing he had. Someone was making their way up the mountain. 


The sky had only just begun to lighten as we filed out of the tent and 
took position at the center of the small plateau. As curious as | was, | 
couldn't help but imagine someone grabbing me by the ankle and 
throwing me off the cliff Talion-style for daring to look over the edge. | 
had to resist the urge to start channeling magic into the naginata as 
well; it wasn’t exactly a light source, but power glowed enough that it 
would light me up like a bullseye. 


After a minute of nerve-wracking waiting, a hand appeared, followed 
by an entire arm. A head followed, belonging to one of the 
guardsmen we'd left at the base of the mountain. He saw us waiting 
for him and yelled, “Captain! We’ve been attacked! They- 
IEEEEEEEEEEE!” He disappeared from view with a scream. 


“Hahahaha! Idiot!” a familiar voice yelled. “Shouldn’t have stopped 
climbing!” Sunder vaulted over the cliff easily, then paused when he 
saw us waiting for him. “Oh.” 

“Oh?” Balio asked, arriving a second later. “Oh.” 

“Oh,” | repeated. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.” | hadn't, 
really; I'd honestly forgotten their existence entirely until Rupert had 
told me we’d be hunting them. It seemed like the sort of thing | 
should say, though. 


Rather than being intimidated, the pair were just confused. Sunder 
was the one to ask, “Uh... who are you?” 


Did they seriously just fucking Tuesday me? “Who... who am /?” | 
asked. “I’m Princess Lina! You know... the person you stabbed 
through the chest?!” 


“No you’re not,” Balio said. “We killed her.” 
“Bro,” Sunder hissed. “Do you think she’s a ghost?” 


“Don’t be stupid,” Balio snapped. “What would her ghost be doing 
here?” 


“Haunting us, obviously!” 
“Ghosts haunt places, not people!” 


Well, that explained the McNeil Mansion nicely. Had we bulldozed 
that place yet? 


“Maybe she’s a vampire, then?” Sunder said. 


“What? No. That’s stupid. You don’t turn dead people into vampires. 
You turn them into zombies.” 


“Zombies can't talk, though.” 


Balio had to think for a bit after that. “A revenant, maybe?” 
“Aren't they, you know, skeletons?” 

“The ones we saw, sure, but maybe not all of them.” 

“She might be a zombie ghost,” Sunder suggested. 

“You can’t just mash two undead together like that!” 

“Then explain the vampire revenants!” 

“We agreed we were never going to mention that again!” 

“You said we’d never mention it again. / didn’t agree to anything!” 


| shared a look with the other three. /s this real life? Well, arguably it 
was a JRPG, but still. There are /imits. 


“Should we say something?” Rei whispered. | shrugged; as much as 
| wanted to get this over with, the trainwreck was just too captivating 
to interrupt. 


“Well, if you did what | told you to do,” Balio yelled, “maybe we 
wouldn’t have been exiled for the last five years!” 


“Stabbing the princess was your idea!” 
“Letting the hostages go was yours!” 


“We wouldn't have needed to let them go if you hadn't decided to let 
the twerps compete in the Contest!” 


“That plan worked perfectly!” 
“Until Garr betrayed us!” 


“Why is that my fault?” 


“You're the one who plans things! That makes it your fault when they 
don’t work!” 


“Well, why don’t you ever plan things?” 

“Planning is hard!” 

“Of course it is, you idiot! That’s why | make the plans!” 
“Don’t call me an idiot in front of the zombie ghost, idiot!” 


The two horsemen turned to look at us like deer in headlights, having 
suddenly remembered what set off the argument in the first place. 


“Well, then...” Balio said, “| guess we should deal with them, first.” 


“Deal with us?” Rupert repeated, drawing his sword. “You should 
have run while you had the chance.” 


“Don’t make me laugh,” the horseman said. “You’re the ones who 
should have run! Not that you had anywhere to go... it doesn’t 
matter. We'll kill you and finally prove to Mikba that we’re worth the 
trouble we're in!” 


“Bro,” Sunder piped up, “do you think it’s time for... that?” 


“Oh, yes.” Balio threw back his head and laughed. “It looks like the 
time has come to show them our true power, my brother.” 


Oh, boy, here we go. Their transformation-slash-fusion sequence 
was blessed brief, barely giving me time to cast a few protective 
spells on the party. That was only slightly cheating by the standards 
of genre conventions, as far as | was concerned. 


The massive fusion form-and | mean massive: even hunched over 
like a wrestler, the thing stood twelve feet tall and was about that 
wide-struck a strange sentai-esque pose, green light erupting out of 
the ground around them. “Stallion Metamorphosis!” they yelled. “No 
one has seen us in this form and lived!!” 


Well, at least there’s only one of them to worry about now. 
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The first thing | learned about this boss fight was that a small strip of 
land high on a mountain in the pre-dawn twilight was a terrible, 
terrible place and time to fight it. Stallion was large enough that they 
could lunge across the arena in an instant, which they promptly 
demonstrated. Rupert dodged the haymaker and slashed his sword 
at their wrist as it passed, while Rei rolled between their legs and 
slashed at their ankles and | struck their back. All three attacks 
bounced harmlessly off their hide, and Rei took a hoof to the 
stomach that nearly knocked him off the ledge. 


They still had their back to me, so | took a moment to cast a 
thunderbolt, followed by a lance of ice longer than | was tall. All the 
lightning did was get their attention; Stallion had just enough time to 
turn around before the ice spell hit them directly in the face... to no 
effect. Just to rub in how completely ineffective | was, they promptly 
turned their back on me again. A thunderbolt flew from their palm, 
too fast for Rupert for dodge-and splashed harmlessly against the 
shield spell I’d put on him before the fight kicked off. Damaging 
spells weren’t doing anyone any good this fight. 


Fine. | have the right tool for this job. Of all the places to learn 
combat skills, this Skill was something I'd picked up from the palace 
chef during my time as Cassandra-a way to cut just so, slicing 
through scales and bone (and defense) like a hot knife through 
butter. The edge of my naginata developed an unnatural gleam as | 
leapt into the air and unleashed a Mighty Chop, cutting a deep gash 
across Stallion’s back that oozed strange gray blood. It certainly got 
their attention; the giant horseman spun around and swung a fist at 
me while | was still in midair. | barely had time to interpose my 
polearm in a clumsy block before the overhead slam spiked me into 
the dirt. 


Rei made good use of the distraction by starting a colossus climb, 
crawling up Stallion’s legs and sticking his Knives into the cut I’d 


formed. The horseman solved that problem by rolling across the 
ground, flattening Rei and nearly catching Rupert in the flailing as 
well. Thankfully, the Captain kept his head enough to thrust his blade 
into their face as they rose, drawing their attention while | helped Rei 
up with a hand and a healing spell. 


We recovered not a moment too soon, because Rupert was quickly 
running out of room to dodge Stallion’s attacks. Rei went low while | 
went high; his knife found purchase in the back of the horseman’s 
knee, while | relied on my ability to penetrate defenses to spear my 
blade through Stallion’s thigh, aiming for an artery around my eye 
level. Once again, they spun around in a rage-but now my naginata 
went with them, and | with it. Before | had a chance to even consider 
releasing my grip, the motion had flung me around to collide with 
Rupert, who wasn’t expecting the extra hazard. We went down ina 
heap. 


From my position on the ground, | could see Stallion reach down and 
pluck the knife out of their joint before flinging it off the cliff. “Oh, 
come on!” Rei yelled. “I had that knife for years!” The horseman 
stopped to taunt him over the loss of his blade, which gave Rupert 
and | of us a moment to untangle ourselves. 


“Are you okay, Princess?” Rupert asked as he helped me to my feet. 


“Fine,” | said. The armor Max had given me had really come through; 
| was pretty sure | wasn’t even bruised from that collision, and had 
kept a hold of my weapon to boot. 


Rupert wasn’t so lucky; he only had a leather tunic for protection 
rather than his normal plate mail, and | wasn’t that light. He didn’t 
waste his breath thanking me for the healing spell | applied to the 
battering I’d just given him. “Think you can get his neck with that?” 
he asked, nodding to the blood marring my naginata’s blade. 


“We'd need to drag ’em to the ground,” | pointed out. 


Rupert grunted and went back to work. Without the dexterity to 
exploit the few vulnerable spots on Stallion’s hide or the Skills to 
ignore their absurd damage resistance, he wasn’t much more than a 
distraction. He was a good distraction-his next attack transitioned 
into a leaping slash that nearly took one of Stallion’s eyes-but it 
wasn't getting us any closer to victory. Nothing we’d done thus far 
was. The wounds we’d dealt hadn’t even inconvenienced the giant 
fusion monster; the blood dripping from the cuts was far too little to 
make a difference, and the strike to the knee hadn’t slowed them 
down at all. 


As little as we’d done, doing more was proving a challenge. Stallion 
knew Rei could hurt them now, and were responding accordingly. 
Rei’s next attempt to strike at their Knee nearly got him stomped into 
paste, and the opportunistic slash at their ankles as he dodged 
bounced off harmlessly. | decided he had the right idea, though; with 
another activation of the Might Cut skill, | cut deep into the back of 
the horseman’s calf, aiming to sever the Achilles Tendon. 


Stallion’s reaction was immediate and intense; they dropped 
everything to focus as hard as possible on putting me in the dirt. If | 
hadn’t had the evasion perk, | was sure | would have been flattened; 
as it was, | barely managed to slip between the frenzied strikes, 
Operating on instinct as | dodged blows too quickly for my conscious 
mind to keep up with, backing away in a long arc that kept the cliff to 
my side rather than my back. Their reaction made it clear that I’d hurt 
them, but the wound didn’t impair them any more than Rei’s stab in 
the knee had. Finally, a stab from Rupert into the gash on their leg 
earned me a bit of space, and | promptly cast a Flash in their eyes 
and put as much distance between us as | could get on the plateau. 


That distance meant | had about a second’s warning when they 
turned their attention back to me. It was the opportunity | needed; | 
ran forward to meet them, planting the butt of my naginata in the dirt 
and pole-vaulting towards their neck-only to be carelessly slapped 
out of the air with a contemptuous backhand. | landed hard on my 
side and rolled painfully over my wings before | got my feet back 


under me barely in time to avoid skidding right off the side of the 
mountain. 


It was only as | was flapping like a pigeon trying to keep my balance, 
hissing in pain all the while, that | remembered we had a fourth 
member of our group. Teepo was cowering against the cliff face, 
sitting on the ground and clutching his arms across his stomach like 
he was in pain. At least he was out of the way and beneath notice; in 
fact, the only reason I'd noticed him was that | could clearly see him 
through the gap in Stallion’s legs. The horseman was focused on Rei 
again, throwing bolts of lightning that the nimble Woren dodged one 
after another. Judging from the added blood, Rei’d managed to get 
his remaining knife into the bastards’ other knee, for all the good it 
did. 


| took a moment to magically heal what was likely a broken wing 
before twisting around to examine the limb, which also showed me 
just how close I’d come to leaving the mountain entirely. I'd stopped 
mere inches from the edge... but it wasn’t just a hazard for us. “Give 
up, you idiots!” | yelled at Stallion. “You couldn't kill a girl who had 
her arms tied behind her back! How long are you going to waste our 
time?” The look on their face when they turned towards my taunting 
gave me a moment of hope; that seething rage and frustration were 
the perfect ingredients for a self-destructive charge off the mountain. 


Unfortunately, they decided to keep casting spells. “You asked for it!” 
they yelled. “Combination Power! Utmost Attack!” They struck 
another sentai pose and then exploded into a wave of rainbow 
energy that filled my vision. Too magical to block, too wide to dodge, 
no space to run-and then it was too late. The spell picked me up and 
threw me off the cliff like a ragdoll. 


If | hadn’t been wearing armor boasting some of the most powerful 
defensive enchantments available, it probably would have killed me 
outright. It would have at least knocked me out, which would have 
accomplished the same thing. Instead, it merely felt like being 
beaten half to death by a tornado. The ‘picked me up’ bit actually 
proved to my advantage, since it gave me plenty of time for the flight 


instincts | hadn’t realized | had to stabilize my tumble before gravity 
dashed me against the rocks below. | still couldn’t exactly ‘glide’, but 
with sufficient flapping, | could slow my fall enough to for the camp at 
the base of the mountain, coming down for a painful but survivable 
landing amongst a pile of dead and dying men. 


The encampment was a charnel house; most of the fallen lay within 
a few feet of their burnt and broken tents, blood soaking into the dry 
soil. It wasn’t hard to imagine how the fight had gone: the horsemen 
racing through the camp, setting fires and cutting down men as they 
emerged from their tents drowsy and confused. To my shame, | 
froze-| might claim | was still disoriented from being Hyper Beamed 
off a cliff, but it was more likely the shock of seeing nearly two dozen 
people I’d spent the last two weeks marching, eating, and camping 
alongside lying butchered in the mud. 


| don’t know how long | might have stood there if a pained groan 
hadn't snapped me out of it and pushed me back into action. The 
Knights had fallen within a few feet of each other at one end of the 
camp not far from where I'd landed, though whether they’d been the 
first line of defense or the last stand | could only guess. A quick 
check showed that their armor and skill had kept them in better 
shape than the others: all three were still alive, though only one was 
conscious-the one I'd heard. | took a moment to move further into 
the camp until | was only barely in range of the three Knights, then 
reached into my pocket and triggered my Moon Tear. A warm green 
glow rushed outwards about a half-dozen paces before vanishing as 
quickly as it had come, and the Knight who'd already been awake 
sat up with another long groan, helmet turning this way and that ina 
daze. 


Unfortunately for him, | didn’t have time to let him regain his wits the 
long way. “What’s your name, Knight?” | barked. 


The tone of command cut straight through his confusion. “Cooper, 
Ma’am!” he replied crisply, saluting with the hand he wasn’t using to 
stay upright. 


“Knight Cooper! Grab a medic’s bag and start searching for 
survivors! I’ve used magic to heal everyone nearby who was still 
alive, but there may be others elsewhere in the camp!” Suiting 
actions to words, | pulled Cooper to his feet and sent him one 
direction while | headed in the other. 


We'd only made it a couple steps when an earthquake shook the 
ground-or rather, an impact. Stallion had made a crater in the barren 
field beside the mountain, but he was still alive, groaning as he tried 
to rise back to his feet. | guessed Rei and Rupert had managed to 
bait him off the cliff after all, for all the good it did. 


Or not. 


Stallion was still on one knee when a massive something slammed 
into him, a gleaming black shadow of claws and violence tearing 
massive rents in the beastman’s near-invulnerable hide. A maw 
sought their neck; they managed to get their arm up fast enough that 
the teeth snapped shut on that, instead, but the thing responded by 
letting loose a massive plume of fire without even letting go, bathing 
Stallion’s upper body in roaring flames whose blazing orange light 
hid as much as they revealed in brilliant glare and pitch-black 
shadows. Seconds later, the rush of hot air crossed the fifty feet 
between the battle and the camp, blowing shredded scraps of tent 
around while the thick, choking stench of burning hair hit us like a 
physical blow. Then the fire stopped, and | was left blinking spots out 
of my eyes as | tried to figure out if Stallion was still alive. 


They were. The moment the dragon released its grip, they put their 
fists together and delivered a haymaker strong enough to lift their 
Opponent into the air and bring it crashing down ten feet away. It 
didn’t move for a moment-stunned-but recovered and bull-rushed 
Stallion before they could finish climbing out of the crater. Another 
fire attack blinded me to the action, and by the time my vision 
recovered, they’d gone up the other side of the crater, the two 
monsters rolling over each other as they wrestled for position. More 
fire. The dragon was on top, using the leverage to shove Stallion’s 
arms aside, only to get donkey-kicked off before it could capitalize on 


the opening. Fire. Stallion had hold of the dragon’s head with both 
hands as he slammed it into the dirt one, twice-Fire. And then the 
dragon’s teeth found their mark, and hot gray blood fountained into 
the air. The dragon didn’t seem to notice when its enemy ceased 
struggling; it continued to rip at the corpse hard enough to send bits 
of burning gore a half-dozen paces in every direction. 


“God help us,” Cooper murmured. 


Dragons, it seemed, had really good hearing. The dragon’s head 
Snapped towards Cooper; faster than | could track, it abandoned the 
corpse and cut the gap from fifty feet to fifteen, head rearing back to 
bathe him and the still-unconscious Knights in searing flames. 


“No!” 


The dragon paused, breath attack a mere squeak as | interposed 
myself between it and the other Knights. A stupid move, in hindsight, 
but one that paid off when the fire in its throat dimmed and faded. 


It regarded me curiously, green eyes gleaming. It had just been a 
shape during its fight with Stallion, the intermittent bursts of fire 
ruining my night vision; now, with the first light of dawn filtering 
across the horizon, | had a chance to actually see it. It was a true 
Western-fantasy dragon: two arms, two legs, and two wings, rather 
than a wyvern’s four limbs. Its hide was closer to alligator skin than 
the scales I’d expected; a deep purple covered the majority of its 
body, while its belly and the underside of its neck were bright orange, 
the color of the flames it had used in its fight. The membranes of its 
wings were a lighter purple-violet rather than indigo-and reminiscent 
of gossamer insect wings more than leathery bat wings, while its 
claws were yellow and the size of Rei’s knives. Lastly, its head was 
adorned by a pair of elegant gray horns sweeping back along its 
scalp. 


It-he-was beautiful. 


“Princess!” Cooper yelled. “Run!” 


Running might have been smart, but this was Teepo; he’d never 
accept his dragon-self if | ran from him. “I'll be fine!” | called back. 
“You need to check for survivors!” 


“But-” 
“Go!” 
He went. 


The dragon had watched our exchange patiently, though his eyes 
kept returning to my naginata. | was thankful | hadn’t raised it out of 
instinct when I'd first leapt in front of him, and set it down before | 
stepped forward. This wasn't a wild animal, no matter how he might 
look; this was Teepo, the boy who'd leapt into battle to protect me 
from Balio and Sunder years ago during our hike to Wyndia, and 
who had just done it again. | wasn't... okay, | was a /ittle scared, but | 
wasn't going to let that show. 


“Hey,” | called, “You don’t want to hurt me, right?” 


He crooned, a thumming sound that | felt in my chest, and lowered 
his head down until his chin lay on the ground between his feet. Holy 
hell, his head alone probably weighs as much as | do! 


“Let’s all just... calm down,” | continued, speaking as slowly and 
calmly as | could manage. | was still walking forward, one hand 
extended-! think | intended to stroke his snout, but I’m not sure. | 
ended up with a much less tentative touch; he moved his head 
forward to greet me with a catlike headbutt that nearly knocked me 
flat, and | had to half-grab, half-hug his face and flap my wings to 
avoid being bowled over. 


“Whoa! Careful!” | yelped, then let out a laugh that sounded shrill and 
panicky even to my ears. “You’re a friendly one, aren’t you?” | was 
trying to reassure myself that | wasn’t about to lose a limb to the 
teeth the size of my hand. This was fine. Everything was fine. 


And... it was. In response to my question, the dragon... no, Teepo 
nodded, a motion that lifted my feet off the ground for a moment 
because | was still wrapped around his face. 


“Whoops! Sorry!” | let out a slightly less panicked giggle as | let go 
and stepped back. “I hope that wasn’t too uncomfortable for you.” 


Teepo snorted-sending a puff of smoke out of each nostril-then 
grabbed me in a bear hug and carried me into the sky, screaming. 
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Chapter 75: Cutscene Logic 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 75: Cutscene Logic 


Panicked screaming gave way to frustrated screaming pretty quickly. 
| was getting sick and tired of having my life dictated by tropes! Of 
course the princess is abducted by the dragon. Fuck my life! 


“Put! Me! Down!” | yelled, pounding my fists against the dragon 
holding me with all the effect of a toddler trying to move a tank. 
Teepo chuffed, the sound audible even over the wind of our flight. He 
was laughing at me! Probably because | was demanding to be 
released while hundreds of feet in the air, but still! | had wings, too! 


| eventually gave up and tried to enjoy the ride, but being crushed 
against a dragon’s chest was almost as uncomfortable as modern air 
travel back home. The wind in my hair was nice, | guess, even if 
flying through clouds was damned cold. Did | have to worry about 
hypoxia from altitude? | felt okay, so maybe this world didn’t include 
that, or something. Hopefully. 


By the time we came in for a landing, | could no longer see the 
Wastes behind us. Teepo dropped me about as gently as | could 
hope for before tumbling through the dirt like a carelessly discarded 
doll, coming to a rest back in human form on his hands and knees, 
panting. My first instinct was to check to see if he was alright, but 
given his recent... actions, | thought giving him a moment might be 
wiser. Instead, | dusted myself off and took a look around. The 
mountain we were on now was much larger than Mt. Orreg; the 
horizon was farther here than it had been on the peak of Orreg, and 
we weren't even halfway up the slope. Below us, a forest stretched 


far into the distance, an endless expanse of green. The mountain in 
the middle of Cedar Woods, perhaps? 


| pulled out my Map and Journal to check and learned | was wrong. 
We weren’t on Mount Glaus, as I’d guessed; we were back on Mount 
Levitt, on a side that didn’t face the rest of the range. Still, we'd 
traveled more than two weeks of marching in only a few hours. 


Granted, marching alongside a loaded wagon train wasn’t fast, and 
we’d taken a straight line rather than zigzagging across the 
continent, but still, that was damned impressive. That said, if he 
couldn't do it again, | was going to be very annoyed... scratch that, | 
knew perfectly well that he wasn’t going to be able to fly me back to 
the Wastes, and | was already very annoyed. | had no food, only a 
single skin of water, I’d lost my naginata, and Rupert had managed 
to lose a princess again. That was not going to reflect well on him, 
and he was going to make me hear of it. 


Still, it wasn’t a// bad. We weren't that far away, and the captain 
should bring the injured home rather than waste time scouring the 
continent for me. | may not have any supplies, but we were only a 
few days from Mc... from Yraall Village. Or from the Checkpoint, if 
we headed north instead of east. Either way, | could deal. 
| checked my quest log as well- 
Quest Log 

COMPLETED QUESTS 


> [X]_ Internal Affairs 
(COMPLETE) 


Investigate Mayor McNeil 


___ It's treason, then. 


> [X]_ Fly, You Fool 
(COMPLETE) 


Escape! 
___ Out of the frying pan... 


> [X]|_ Homeward Bound 
(COMPLETE) 


Return to Wyndia 
___ Home ts where the heart is. 


> [X]|_ Call Me Xena 
(COMPLETE) 


Earn the title of Knight. 
___ Faux-action-girl no more! (Hopefully!) 


> [X|_ Intermission Intro Missions 
(COMPLETE) 


Protect the realm until the plot resumes. 
[31/31] 


__ Allin a Knight's work... I'm not sorry. 


v [X|_ The Long Arm of the Law 
(COMPLETE) 


Bring Balio and Sunder to justice 
___ @[X]_ Locate Balio and Sunder 
___ [X]_ Defeat Balio and Sunder 


___ @ [X]+ Kill Balio and Sunder (optional) 


__ 0+} GCaptre-Batie-aned-Sunderfepteral 
___ Enough horsing around. 
ACTIVE QUESTS 

v [ |. Ohno, not again! 
Make your way back to civilization. 
__@[]_ Return to Wyndia 

-OR- 
___#[]_ Return to Rupert 
v [ |_ Brothers in Harm's Way 
Reunite the Cedar Woods Trio. 
___[X]_ Locate Teepo 


___ [| Locate Ryu 


-but it didn’t tell me anything | didn’t already know, so | returned the 
items to hammerspace with a sigh. 


“Urgh...” Teepo groaned. He pushed himself upright, still on his 
knees, and took a look around. “Mt. Glaus again? No... ugh...” He 
made a half-hearted attempt to decrease the amount of dirt on his 
rags before giving up and sitting down, looking at the forest below 
him. “Was that a dream?” he asked. “It must have been... that 
damn dream again...” He took a long, deep breath that shook his 
entire body as it passed. “That same dream... Lina...” 


“Teepo?” 


“LINA!?” he yelled, whipping his head around so fast he lost his 
balance and ended up sprawled on the ground. 


“Teepo,” | repeated dryly. 

He didn’t see the humor. 

“How did you get here?” he squeaked. 
“Dragon,” | said simply. 


“Oh...” he laughed nervously as he got to his feet. “A dragon, huh? 
Must have been terrifying...” 


“More annoying than anything else,” | said, belatedly starting to fix 
my hair; most of it had come free of its ribbon during the flight. “A 
bit chilly, too.” 

Teepo stared at me. “That's it?” 


“You weren't going to hurt me,” | said confidently. 


“Me? What do you...” he trailed off as he gave up on any pretense 
of ignorance. “I’m sorry,” he said. 


“You're a dragon.” 


He flinched. His entire body was tense, obviously waiting for me to 
scream and flee. 


“Like Ryu,” | added. 

That gave him pause. “You know about Ryu?” 

“He transformed in the dungeons, before | was stabbed.” 

“Oh.” Teepo shook his head. “No... not like Ryu. | can’t control it... 


not like he does.” He stared at the ground between us, not meeting 
my eyes. “I can’t...” He didn’t finish the thought. 


| stepped forward, and he stepped back, keeping the distance 
between us. 


“Tell me about it?” | asked. 
“What?” 


“You. Your transformation.” | gave him the most encouraging smile | 
could manage. “Please... talk to me, Teepo.” 


He swallowed nervously. “I never quite remember what | do as... 
what | do when I’m... you know. It’s dreamlike. Disjointed. Last 
night, | remember... you fell. Then... fire. Blood. You.” Teepo 
shuddered. “Il keep having these dreams where you're there when | 
transform... and | can’t stop myself. I’m never quite sure when | 
wake up... if it was a dream... or if | did something terrible... Do 
you know what Angel Tower /s?” 


| did. “A tomb-no, a mass grave.” A monument to genocide. Myria, 
you bitch. 


Teepo nodded. “Garr brought Ryu and | there to learn about the 
dragons... the Brood. The War.” He started pacing back and forth 
as he spoke. “The Brood aren't just another clan, like the Wing 
Clan, or the Grassrunner Clan. They're more. More powerful. More 
terrible. The Brood threatened to destroy the world once. They had 
enough power to destroy everything. And they could hide among 
people, like... | did...” 


He swallowed again, then continued pacing as he spoke faster and 
faster. “When the Brood went to war, God created the Guardians to 
protect the world. Garr was one of them... he was there when the 
Brood were at the height of their power. He’s waited even since in 
case the Brood returned. Because... we needed to die. 


“Ryu refused. He wasn’t willing to give up... | couldn't fight my 
brother, but | couldn’t turn against Garr, either, because he was 
right. | didn’t know what to do... Once Ryu transformed, Garr didn’t 


stand a chance. He was so strong... His attacks collapsed the 
catacombs under the tower. | blacked out and woke up on Mt. 
Glaus.” He barked out a sad laugh. “Funny, isn’t it? | woke up on 
the same mountain where we’d killed the Nue.” Teepo stopped 
pacing suddenly, turning back to me with a grave expression. “1 
must have told you that story a dozen times.” 


The sudden change of topic threw me off. “Yeah. Your first taste of 
heroism, Rei said.” 


“Hardly.” He sighed. “I mean, it helped people... but... the Nue was 
a mother. She was trying to feed her cubs. Figures I’d wake up 
there, right? The place | learned what killing meant... or should 
have.” 


“You still did a good thing,” | insisted. “Even if the Nue was trying to 
feed her family, she was harming so many more...” 


“| know! Don’t you see? It’s the same thing!” He threw up his 
hands. “I did so much damage over the years... Garr putting me 
down would have been just like us putting down the Nue!” 


“You're not a monster, Teepo,” | said. “You can still choose. You 
must have learned something in the last few years...” 


“| learned to stay away,” Teepo interrupted me. “That’s why | was in 
the Wastes. High on a mountain, where | couldn’t hurt anyone. 
Then you came... | should have stayed there, but... | couldn’t say 
no to you.” 


Now it was my turn to turn away, looking at the absolutely 
fascinating cliff face beside us. “I’m sorry,” | said. “I... | shouldn't 
have done that. That wasn’t fair. But | couldn’t leave you there. You 
deserve better than that...” 


| almost thought better of what | was about to ask. I’d been worried 
that Teepo might develop a crush, and his dedication to the quest 
to heal me seemed to indicate he had. If he wanted something 


more... | wasn’t going to go there, no matter what the tropes of this 
world thought. But before | could solve the problem, | had to know. 


“Teepo... what do you want?” 
“What?” he asked. 


“| mean...” Fuck this is hard. “When you worked so hard to heal 
me, was that just friendship? Or...” Please don’t make me spell it 
out, I’m too awkward for that. 


“Oh,” Teepo said. Out of the corner of my eye, | could see him join 
me in looking anywhere but at each other. “I... maybe when | was a 
kid, | thought... it was stupid. You were a princess, and | was a 
thief, but... you Know, there are always stories...” He shook 
himself, shrugging and fidgeting with an awkwardness that nearly 
matched mine. “It could never happen. Especially since I’m a...” He 
didn’t say dragon, but he didn’t need to. 


“I’m sorry,” | said. “You were a very good friend to me, Teepo, 
maybe better than | deserve, and I’m sorry | can’t be that person for 
you. It’s not because you were a thief, or are a...” | didn’t say 
dragon either because | was sure he didn’t want to hear it. “You 
could be the most dashing prince in the world, and it still wouldn’t 
work.” | swallowed a lump in my throat, then steeled myself and 
looked him in the face, even if he wasn’t looking back. “I might 
have... implied, in some way, that it could...” 


“No, that’s not it at all!” he said, the intensity of his denial driving 
him to meet my eyes again. “I was a kid! So what if | had 
daydreams? You don’t owe me anything, Princess.” 


“| owe you for what you’ve done for me,” | countered. “Il never had 
the chance to thank you, after | woke up. The cave back there 
didn’t seem the right time... but | owe you so much for all the 
hardship you suffered, and I’m sorry | can’t be more than your 
friend.” 


“Being my friend is more than I’m worth,” Teepo said, returning his 
gaze to the dirt beneath his feet. 


“No it’s not! You’re a hero, Teepo, no matter who or what else you 
are. If the whole world hates you, I'll tell them they’re wrong, and if 
you hate yourself, I'll tell you you’re wrong too!” 


We were both surprised by that little outburst; Teepo because he 
thought | was talking nonsense, and me because I'd gotten so 
worked up that genre had literally taken over my speech. | hadn't 
said anything | didn’t agree with, but the way I'd said it was 
strangely... melodramatic? Cliche? Certainly not the way | normally 
spoke. 


The oddity was, if nothing else, extremely effective at derailing my 
train of thought. | tugged on my armored dress nervously as the 
seconds ticked by, neither of us knowing what to say next. 


“You should go,” Teepo said, long after the silence had become 
awkward. 


“Yeah.” | fidgeted for a moment longer, then added, “You should 
come.” 
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Teepo had lost his sword at some point during his transformation. 
He was still an accomplished wizard, so he was hardly dead 
weight, but I’d been spoiled by an abundance of melee fighters 
during my time as a Knight, and having to take point for a caster 
was an uncomfortable change of pace. Not that it was unfamiliar-I'd 
spent a decade as a meat-shield, after all-but it was like picking up 
any other skill after a long time without practice. 


| was sorry to have misplaced my naginata. Unless I’d badly 
misunderstood Rita’s words, the ‘reagents’ she’d used were looted, 
not purchased, which meant the finished product wasn’t protected 
against being broken or lost. If | was lucky, someone would pick it 


up and bring it back with them... but I’d dropped it carelessly at the 
edge of the encampment, and with me gone, | wasn’t sure anyone 
would stop to /ook for it. 


On the other hand, being unarmed meant | fell back on my outright 
unfair perk-granted skills and a ‘weapon’ that tore through 
everything in my way like frail paper. My naginata’s use as a 
casting focus was fantastic for my repertoire of abilities, but | was a 
better fighter in hand to hand, and my Bangles more effective 
melee weapons than the bladed casting focus. They quite literally 
turned my limbs into Divine Weapons-with capital letters and 
everything. 


“| didn’t expect you to be a fighter,” Teepo said after | punched a 
large vulture-like bird into fine paste with one hit. “You were mostly 
using magic on our way down the mountain, and | remember you 
doing the same when we traveled together. Like Nina.” 


“I’m a caster,” | agreed, “but that doesn’t mean I’m helpless in 
melee.” 


“| wouldn’t expect you to be!” he said quickly. “I meant... | didn’t 
expect the... uh... punching.” 


“| kick, too,” | said, before doing exactly that to another optimistic 
bird. Feathers fluttered down around me, accompanied by the smell 
of burnt chicken. 


“Uh... yes... yes you do.” He stepped gingerly around the already- 
evaporating mess as we continued down the slope. The next 
monster we encountered went down to one of Teepo’s spells before 
| got close. “I would have figured you’d want a stick or something, 
at least,” he added. 


“So as to not get my delicate hands dirty?” 


“| didn’t say that!” Teepo said. “You had a stick last time, didn’t 
you?” 


“Six years ago?” 


“Okay, okay! | just didn’t expect that from...” He caught himself 
before he finished his thought. 


“A princess?” | asked, trying to keep the smug off my face. “A girl?” 
Teepo blushed. “Yeah. To both.” 


| gave up controlling my expression and broke into a grin. “I’m still 
using magic. It’s just a little more... contact-based.” 


He wasn't in the mood to share my mirth, and didn’t respond. We 
went through three more random encounters before | thought of 
something else to say. “I’m not sure we'll be able to cross the 
Checkpoint on foot,” | said. “Rupert has the passport.” 


“Rupert?” 

“The Captain in charge. You met him at the top of the mountain.” 
“You didn’t introduce us.” 

“You met him-” 

“Six years ago?” Teepo echoed. 

“Ah... oops.” | laughed sheepishly. “I had other things on my mind?” 


He shrugged, unbothered by my lack of social grace under the 
circumstances. 


“Anyway, even if they let me through, I’m not sure crossing the 
Wastes alone is a good idea. We don’t have any supplies. So...” 
What to do? Maybe heading east would be wiser... but heading 
north meant reuniting with Rupert faster, and less chance of the 
captain being blamed for misplacing me again. News of me 
showing up unchaperoned in Yraall Village would make it back to 
the capital rather quickly. 


“I’m not going to,” Teepo said. 
“What?” 


“Carry you. | Know you aren’t scared of me... but I’m not going to 
risk your life.” 


“Carry... oh, no, that wasn’t what | meant at all! | was thinking we 
might have to sit and wait at the Checkpoint for them to get back. 
They'll be slower, since Balio and Sunder injured the soldiers rather 
badly.” And killed many of them, and the attendants, as well. 
Bastards. 


“Oh.” 


The conversation was interrupted by a trio of small goblinoids who 
fared as poorly as the birds. We were well and truly descending 
now, Ogre road stretching out to the north before disappearing into 
the forest south of Syn City. We still hadn’t seen the last of the 
Syndicate, had we? Balio and Sunder had made the mistake of 
namedropping Mikba before we’d killed them, so we had a trail to 
follow... but with more than half the expedition dead, we were in no 
shape to run out and get into another, harder fight. Although it 
might not be that much harder; there wasn't a ‘levels’ abstraction 
here, as far as | could tell, so it wasn’t like | had a clear comparison 
between the various enemies. 


The ones in our way were downright pathetic, though. 


Teepo snapped me out of my musing with a sudden question. “Why 
are you still here?” 


“What?” 
“With me.” He shook his head. “You should have left me.” 
“Alone?” 


“Yes! I’m a dragon, Lina! Most people would have run.” 


“I’m not most people,” | said. “I’m your friend. I’m not going to run 
out on you.” 


“What if | don’t want you to be my friend?” 


Even though | knew what he was really thinking, hearing that hurt 
enough for me to wince. “If you really mean that, I'll leave-but only if 
you mean it. Don't try to push me away to keep me safe. You need 
to trust me that much.” 


“Trust you?” 


“Yes. Trust that I’m capable of judging danger well enough to make 
my own choice.” 


“You’re clearly not,” he said. “I’m a dragon. | turn into a monster 
large enough to crush people underfoot. How can you see me like 
that and not be scared?” 


| opened my mouth to go on about trust, or how | knew he was a 
good person, or to dispute the term ‘monster’... and realized that 
none of that was honest. 


“| was scared,” | said. “I know it’s not fair, but... even though | trust 
you... | was still scared of you. I’ve never been comfortable around 
animals, especially large ones-not that you’re an animal, of 
course-” 


“We both know | turn into one,” he said. “You don’t need to pretend 
otherwise.” 


“Right. Well, large animals always seemed... unpredictable. Just 
being near them is scary, even if they mean you no harm. They 
don’t know their own strength.” | laughed softly. “You don’t have 
that problem-you know your strength all too well.” 


Teepo nodded, still not meeting my eyes. 


“So... |am scared. But | still trust you. Being scared doesn’t mean | 
think something bad is going to happen...” 


“That’s what being scared is,” he interrupted. 


“No, it’s not-it’s a feeling, not a thought. Some people are scared of 
snakes, or spiders, or rats. That doesn’t mean they think they'll be 
hurt.” | stopped and waited for him to turn and meet my eyes. 
“Teepo... when | was there, at the base of the mountain, facing 
down a dragon that was ready to burn the Knights I'd saved to 
ash... do you know what | saw when | looked into its eyes?” 


“What?” 
“| Saw you.” 


“You really mean that,” Teepo said as though he couldn’t quite 
believe what he was hearing. “How are you so sure?” 


| laughed. “If | was sure, it would be knowledge. Not trust, or faith, 
or whatever you want to call it.” 


“You're crazy.” 

“No, I’m not, and I'll prove it.” 

“How?” 

“By staying with you and not being harmed, of course.” 
He shook his head in exasperation. 
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We got off the mountain and into the forest before the sun dipped 
below the trees and | was rudely reminded that we didn’t have a 
tent. Fire was easy-a few sticks and a Flare took care of that-but 
that was the sum total of our comforts. | was extremely glad | only 
needed a single hour of sleep because that meant | was only 


slightly sore and cold when | woke up a couple hours after we'd 
made camp. 


Teepo slept soundly and without complaint. If | had to guess, this 
wasn’t an unusual way for him to spend a night. 


| tended the fire, making sure we wouldn’t catch a cold from 
exposure, and tried to judge how much drinking water | had to work 
with. Three or four days’ worth, given that | needed only a tenth as 
much as | should, but Teepo had no such luck. He could probably 
drink straight from the river as a dragon, but he was 
understandably reluctant to transform. 


Was there anything | could do to help, there? The dragon I'd met 
last night hadn’t been just an animal; it had recognized me, and 
decided it liked me enough to grab me. Was it a split personality 
issue? If Teepo was focused on keeping his human self separate, 
that might cause something like that. Well, not really, but here it 
could-we may have knocked the story off course, but this world had 
still been written at some point, which meant its people probably 
ran on anime mental health tropes rather than ‘realistic’ human 
psychology. For better or for worse. 


Of course, if that wasn’t the problem, asking him to transform on 
purpose might not do anything but get me abducted again, maybe 
somewhere even further away. Or... | had to face the possibility 
that Teepo was right. | couldn’t count on this being a happy story. 


| added another stick to the fire, enjoying the small burst of heat it 
released as the wood settled. Was | willing to risk it? 


If it was only me at risk, | would be. But even if there was no other 
collateral damage, the effect on Teepo if | was wrong... | couldn’t 
think of anything worse than leaving him with a memory of burning 
me to ash. 


“Fuck,” | grumbled. “Why can’t this world have cell phones? Or 
sending spells, or something?” | shouldn’t need to try and help 


Teepo through his problems by myself, but thus far I’d only been 
able to use the royal palace itself to reach the Warehouse. | could 
wait until we got back to Wyndia... but I’d dragged us north, 
towards the Checkpoint. We'd have to hike back up and over the 
mountain... call ita week to Wyndia. The trip wouldn’t be pleasant. 
Two days to the Checkpoint sounded much nicer. 


Was that selfish? Maybe. On the other hand, we could probably 
move faster if we had rations and camping supplies. Maybe we’d 
make up the time spent going out of our way if turned right back 
towards Wyndia. We could leave a message at the Checkpoint and 
head back to the capital... assuming Teepo was willing to come. He 
might not want to risk entering a city when he didn’t have a good 
handle on his dragon side. 


| was really beginning to hate being such a baby-companion. It felt 
like no matter what abilities | picked up, the world would find a 
problem to throw at me that | wasn’t able to handle yet. “This is why 
Max has his social perks,” | told the sky. “It’s so easy for something 
you intended to be helpful to harm, instead. If you really want to 
help, then of course you’d want to make sure you didn’t 
accidentally push someone too hard, or fail to notice some subtle 
cue as to what to say or not say. You’d want all the advantages in 
the world. 


“| was so creeped out by the thought that he might be using Spooky 
Social Skills on me, and here | am wishing | had the power to do 
the same thing-or that he’d done it himself. Does it matter that all | 
want is to help? Or am | just a hypocrite after all?” 


The stars spun overhead, uncaring. 
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About an hour before dawn, | built up the fire and then snuck off to 
go fishing. The correct way to do it would have been to craft 
another fishing rod and get to work; | cast a lightning spell and then 
grabbed the stunned fish when they floated to the surface. The 


pickings were slim; only a pair of trout. The smaller one would be 
enough for me, with my reduced food needs; the larger one 
probably wouldn’t be enough for Teepo, but it was better than 
nothing. | was once again thankful that I'd decided that Wilderness 
Survival was a skill worth having, because it made cleaning and 
cooking the fish over the fire a simple chore rather than a 
disgusting exercise in amateur butchery. 


Teepo woke just before dawn to the smell of cooking fish. Breakfast 
was a quiet affair; | still hadn’t decided on the best course of action 
to take, and Teepo was too hungry after not eating last night to stop 
for conversation. Not that there was a lot to eat; he eyed my 
meager portion of fish enviously, and | surrendered the remains of 
my meal with good grace. It was only fair that neither of us geta 
satisfactory breakfast. 


As a safety measure, | threw a frost spell into the ashes of the fire 
to make sure they weren’t hot enough to cause a forest fire. There 
was nothing else to do, no camp to strike or kit to pack. We 
lingered anyway, sitting around the cold fire-pit while the rising sun 
chased the shadows away and birds began to sing as the forest 
woke around us. In happier times it might have been peaceful 
rather than uncomfortable. 


“Were you up on that mountain for the last six years?” | asked as 
much to break the awkward silence as anything else. 


Teepo shook his head. 

“Where were you before?” 

“Wandering,” he said. “I had to keep moving. | couldn’t outrun 
myself, but | could move on before...” Teepo trailed off, then 
switched tracks. “Every time | thought | might have found 
somewhere to stay, something went wrong.” 


He looked down to where he’d been absentmindedly dragging his 
finger in circles through the dirt. “I did odd jobs, hunting monsters or 


delivering goods. Stole occasionally, when | had to.” 
“People hired a ten year old to hunt monsters?” | asked. 


He laughed, though there wasn’t much humor in it. “No, that was 
later. | went west, at first, up through the Wastes to Gant. | was 
trying to get as far away from Angel Tower as possible, like it might 
chase me down or something.” Teepo laughed again, bitterly. “Tried 
to keep my head down. Avoid making friends... not at first, but | 
learned soon enough.” 


“What happened?” 


“Gant. An old couple took pity on the poor little kid who showed up 
at the gates-their children had left the city to find work in Sima, and 
they had room and care to spare on strays.” He swallowed. “They 

were good people... they didn’t deserve to suffer for my mistakes.” 


Neither of us spoke for a moment-and then Teepo slammed his 
hand down on the dirt. “So stupid,” he growled. “No matter what | 


pretend, I’m still cursed with this power. All it took was one careless 
moment. | burned my hand on the stove, and... boom.” 


“Was anyone hurt?” 


“Of course they were,” he snapped. “I didn’t attack anyone, but | 
hardly needed to.” 


| looked away, unwilling to meet his eyes. 
“Where did you wake up after... that?” 


“On the north coast, with Marco. He’d found the dragon he’d been 
looking for and beat it until | passed out and changed back.” 


“When was this?” 


Teepo frowned as he struggled to remember. “That was... Six 
months after Angel Tower? No, it must have been closer to a 


year... it's been a long time.” 
“It has,” | agreed. “What did he say once you woke up?” 


“He had questions,” Teepo said. “l answered his, he answered 
mine-told me | hadn’t killed anyone this time. He asked me if | 
needed help; | said no.” 


“Why?” 


“Why do you think?” he asked, glaring at me. “If the last year had 
proven anything, it was that | couldn’t stop hurting people. It’s better 
for him to stay away from me. It’d be better for you to stay away, 
too.” 


“That’s my choice to make,” | said. “I don’t think you’re dangerous. 
You could have hurt me, and you didn’t. You stopped. That’s not 
what someone who ‘can’t stop hurting people’ does.” 


“| didn’t choose to stop,” Teepo said. “I didn’t choose to start. When 
| saw you get hit by that spell... | thought you were dead. Then | 
stopped thinking.” 


“Have you ever tried to transform?” | asked. 


“Sort of.” Teepo sighed. “Around a year ago, | was kidnapped by 
pirates and put to work on a ship on the Syn Sea. They didn’t keep 
as close an eye on us in the middle of the sea, since there was 
nowhere to escape to, so | broke the chains and jumped overboard 
first chance | got. | figured I’d transform before | drowned, and | 
was right.” 


“That’s not what | meant,” | said. “Every time you've transformed 
has been because something happened-you were angry, or hurt, or 
in danger. Have you ever tried to transform when you were calm?” 


“Why would |?” 


“To prove that you can. To see if it’s easier to think as a dragon 
when you're not focused on fighting, or fleeing.” 


“And if it’s not, I'll go on a rampage,” he said. “I’m not going to take 
that risk.” 


“| trust you,” | stressed. “Can you do the same?” 

His answer was a blunt, “No.” 

Neither of us met the others eyes after that statement. 

“Where did you go next?” | asked. 

Teepo was as happy as | was to change the topic. “Further west to 
Innuz. Then | spent a year in the Ebatan Jungle, then went south to 
Amatu when | ran out of places to hide there. It was all the same- 
every time | started getting comfortable, everything fell apart.” 
“How’s that?” 

“Something always happened. I'd be attacked by monsters, or not 
get enough food, or get injured... no matter where | went, | always 
brought my problems with me.” He frowned at his own words. “I 
Suppose we might as well get moving.” 

| muttered agreement and stood up, then raised an eyebrow when 
Teepo stayed seated. He opened his mouth, closed it again, then 
said, “You should go on without me.” 


“| disagree.” | held out a hand. “Are you going to try to push me 
away for my own good like a brooding Byronic hero?” 


“No,” he grumbled, and accepted my hand. 
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My estimate of two days to the checkpoint turned out to be 
optimistic, but the journey passed quickly regardless. The days 


blended into each other once we had a schedule established. 
Every day, we’d walk until sundown. I’d blow down a tree and Flare 
the debris into a serviceable campfire while Teepo caught fish for 
dinner with a few spells of his own. Then I'd set snares and go to 
sleep first; by the time Teepo nodded off, I’d gotten my hour of 
sleep in. Monsters avoided the fire, so all | needed to do was make 
sure it didn’t burn down too low while | found more food for the 
morning. I’d wake Teepo at dawn, and we’d eat whatever the 
snares had caught for breakfast. He’d tell me to leave him behind, 
I'd refuse, and we’d walk until sundown again. 


Food was scarce, but between fishing and the snares-thanks to 
Tools of the Trade-we had the strength to keep going. Water 
would have been a serious problem, but Teepo had learned a water 
purifying spell during his exile, which might not have saved our 
lives but certainly made things easier. It couldn’t produce much, 
and we still woke up each morning hungrier than the last, but it was 
a longer term problem than the journey we faced. 


All of that would change once we hit the badlands between Syn 
City and Dauna Mine; no forest meant no easy firewood and no 
food. The good news was that we knew we were less than a day 
from the Checkpoint once the trees ended. We hit the edge of the 
forest in mid-afternoon, three days after descending the mountain, 
and made camp then and there to take advantage of the last of the 
forest’s bounty. 


After a breakfast of skewered rabbit the following morning, | killed 
the embers of the fire with a Frost spell and stood up. “We should 
get moving,” | said. “The sooner we get to the checkpoint, the 
sooner we'll have a real meal.” 


Teepo nodded and stood up. In a notable departure from the usual, 
he did so without urging me to part ways with him. “Not going to tell 
me to leave you behind again?” | asked. 


“| followed you this far,” he said. “You owe me a meal, if nothing 
else!” 


“Deal.” 
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The Checkpoint was much as we’d left it, a simple gate in a rough 
wooden wall. The border rarely saw much traffic, since there wasn't 
a lot of trade to be had with the Wastes, so the Guards were more 
than a little surprised to see us. They were even more surprised to 
recognize me, since | should have been on the other side of the 
border. 


| was thankful they did recognize me; it made requisitioning a room 
and a meal a lot easier. The guardhouse was small, so it wasn’t 
exactly easy to accommodate us, but they made do. The local 
guard captain-a man by the name of Ledes-insisted on giving me 
his own room, to which | protested exactly as much as was proper 
before giving in and accepting the relative luxury of a private room. 
| finally got a chance to wash my clothes, and Teepo got a guard 
uniform to replace his beggar’s rags. And then | had to explain why 
I'd come from the opposite direction | should have been in. 


“There was an incident,” | said. 
“An incident?” Ledes repeated. 
“An incident,” | confirmed. 


Perks of being royalty: | didn’t have to explain things. Not to my 
subordinates, at least. 


We'd need more supplies than the guards could spare to head into 
the Wastes and find Rupert, and wouldn't even get back in time to 
help bury the bodies. On the other hand, he and Rei would be 
bringing the survivors back to the Checkpoint. Obviously, the most 
reasonable choice was to wait for him here. 


Teepo and | passed the time practicing our swordplay in the dirt 
beside the road. | was a bit surprised by how good he’d become; 


his adventuring career had honed his skills considerably. Not 
enough to defeat my cheat-worthy sword prowess, but impressive 
nonetheless. 


The plan of ‘just wait for the rest of the party’ fell apart when Mikba 
visited the Checkpoint only two days after we'd arrived. We'd been 
sitting on the guardhouse steps he walked up the road from Syn, 
and | immediately recognized him from his sprite: a heavy-set man 
with green hair wearing blue pants and a coat that showed off his 
large, bare chest. Something in me-which | blamed on the fact that 
| was still a teenager-wanted to run out and confront him at once. 
The older, wiser part of me brought it to heel... then Mikba decided 
to make a scene himself. 


“Ah, Princess Lina,” he called out once he’d caught me glaring. 
“What a surprise to see you here. Why don’t you come and say 
hello?” 


“Mikba, | presume,” | said, walking out to stare at him across a 
short stretch of dusty road. “You have business in the Wastes?” 


“Oh, nothing so formal,” he said. “Just ‘keeping my ear to the 
ground’ as they say. | have heard some very interesting rumors, of 
late.” He leered at me like a lion sizing up a meal. “I could ask the 
same of you, but | suppose a Princess is too... delicate. Especially 
after such a nasty experience all those years ago.” 


| sneered at him. “They named you, Mikba,” | said. “They thought 
you'd take them back once they'd killed us. It’s only a matter of time 
before we come for you.” | rested my hand on the hilt of the sword 
I'd borrowed from the guards. Teepo mirrored my posture beside 
me, the threat clear. 


Mikba let out a hearty laugh. “A good bluff, Princess, but if your 
men had found them, you’d hardly still be here waiting, would you? 
It’s all well and good to play at being a warrior, but... there’s a 
difference between what you think of as power, and true power. 


What would happen if you ordered the guards to arrest me, do you 
think?” 


“Even if they succeeded, many of them would die in the attempt,” | 
admitted. 


“Wrong.” Mikba turned to the guard captain. “Captain?” 


Ledes scowled, and raised his spear-not at Mikba, but at me. 
Around us, the half-dozen other guards raised their own spears, all 
pointing at myself and Teepo. “I’m sorry, your highness,” he said. 


| chose to believe he meant it. 


Mikba laughed again. “You thought that your name and bloodline 
mattered, even here, on the edge of the Kingdom,” he told me. “You 
forget yourself. Where do you think the guards go home to?” 


The answer was obvious, in hindsight. “Syn,” | ground out. 


“Syn,” he agreed. “These men are mine because their families are 
mine. Their King is a distant memory, while the Syndicate is here. 
They know the consequences of crossing me. Do you?” 


| had no doubt that | could disable the seven guards currently on 
duty singlehandedly. | had no idea how Teepo and | would fare 
against Mikba, but | doubted he’d be any easier to kill than Stallion 
had been. Teepo and | could probably win... but that would mean 
Teepo would have to transform, and once he did, the guardsmen 
would become collateral damage... guardsmen who had-|! hoped- 
only taken up arms against us in fear for their families’ lives. 


Even if they were loyal to Mikba rather than merely under duress, it 
would add seven lives to the guilt Teepo carried for everything he’d 
done as a dragon thus far, and | wasn’t about to ask that of him. 


“| do,” | ground out. “I won’t fight you... not here.” We’d handle 
Mikba later. He’d have a chance to fortify himself... but we’d be 


better armed, as well, with Rei, Rupert, and another batch of 
Knights. 


“Drop your swords, then.” The bastard was smiling, enjoying his 
power to demand our symbolic surrender. | unclasped my 
swordbelt and threw it into the dirt in disgust, then sent Teepo a 
look that prompted him to do the same. It was purely symbolic, 
since we were both as deadly with magic as we were with the 
swords, but it still rankled. 


“You understand now... don’t you?” Mikba asked. “Power is what 
you can do to others. No more, and no less.” 


| hated how similar that was to something /’d once said. “Power is 
power, whether it’s through strength, authority, or something else 
entirely... but what you do with that power defines your character.” 


Mikba shook his head. “Character... is that what they taught you? 
Good and evil... right and wrong... did they ask that you be worthy 
of your power, Princess?” He turned away from us and let out 
another deep belly-laugh, a gesture that looked a lot weirder from 
first-person than it would from an isometric third-person view. “All of 
those things are lies. The truth is far simpler: power is. You have it, 
or you do not. The only way to be unworthy of it is to lose it.” 


| was thankful he was still looking down the road, because it meant 
| could roll my eyes in peace. As villainous speeches went, I’d give 
it four out of ten. 


The guards around me shifted nervously as Mikba turned back to 
face us, looking over the situation with a Knowing smirk. “Well, it 
seems to me that you have lost power quite effectively, Princess. 
Perhaps | can find something more worthy of your time.” 


He gestured, and the butt of a spear slammed into the back of my 
head. 
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Chapter 76: Jailbirds 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 76: Jailbirds 


Fucking cutscene incompetence! My evasion perk shouldn’t have let 
a common guardsmen lay a finger on me, and instead they knock 
me out with one hit. 


| came to in a musty underground cell, bruised and once again 
nursing a pounding headache. It took a few moments before | was 
lucid enough to fix those problems... or rather, to realize | couldn’t fix 
them. In fact, | couldn’t use magic at all. | shouldn’t have been 
surprised-no prison would be secure if the prisoners could cast 
fireballs at the door-but it was damned inconvenient. 


My mood got worse when | fished in my pockets for my Moon Tear- 
the chain-bought version recharged every full moon, so it should be 
charged soon if it wasn’t already-and came up empty. The bastards 
had taken my coinpurse, my bangles, the Tear, and even my watch! | 
was going to break some people if | didn’t get that watch back. 


The best | could say was that | still had the perk that let me ignore 
pain, so my headache was only a bit of suffering, rather thana 
handicap. Well, this figures. No matter what | do, I’m always a 
damsel in distress. 


Whining about it wasn’t helping, and it wasn’t making me feel better, 
so | pushed my complaints aside and took a closer look around. The 
cell was... fairly boring, all things considered. It was much larger 
than | would have expected from a prison cell, in every dimension, 
even moreso than the larger Clans would need for comfort. The 
walls, floor, and ceiling were all stone, joined tightly together without 


a speck of mortar visible, with the heavily reinforced wooden door 
the only exit. There were no windows-no exterior windows, at any 
rate; the light | was seeing by came in through a barred window set 
in the door. All that window showed was another stone wall and a 
lantern hanging from an iron loop. | could hear footsteps from 
somewhere farther down the hall; steady and measured, almost 
bored. A patrol. 


For ‘amenities’, a small hand-pumped spigot and drain in one corner 
were the only concessions to the physical realities of living, and 
implied that we’d have to wash out the rusty iron chamberpot 
ourselves. I'd awoken on a ‘mattress’ that was little more thana 
square-ish linen sack stuffed with straw, and Teepo was lying on 
another. If he hadn’t spoken, I’d have thought he was asleep. 


“You're awake,” he said. 
“How long was | out?” 
“About a day.” 


I'd taken a blow to the head that knocked me unconscious for a full 
day? Thank God for genre conventions because that should have 
killed me. 


“Are you okay?” | asked. He didn’t respond, so | turned back to 
examining the cell. 


How could we get out? In-setting magic wasn’t an option, thanks to 
whatever they'd done to the room, and | didn’t have a wand for the 
unlocking charm. The window was too small to squeeze through, 
and the drain could barely fit my fist. | tried the ‘brute unlocking 
charm’-which is to say | kicked the door as hard as | could-but it 
didn’t budge. 


We were stuck. 


“This is my fault,” Teepo said. 


| turned back from my study of the room to face him. He was still 
lying on his bed; his eyes were open, now, staring up at the stone 
ceiling overhead. 


“How could this be your fault?” | asked. 


“We wouldn’t have been at the checkpoint at all if | hadn’t grabbed 
you and dragged you back to Yraall.” 


“We wouldn’t have been at the checkpoint if I'd decided to head east, 
instead of north,” | countered. “Why isn’t it my fault?” 


“You wouldn’t have needed to make that choice at all if | hadn’t been 
with you.” 


“You wouldn't have been with us if | hadn't insisted you come.” 
Playing tug of war with blame in a dreary cave again. Talk about deja 
vu. 


Teepo didn’t respond, so | went back to listening to the sounds of the 
prison. Distant footsteps and the hissing of the lantern outside the 
door didn’t tell me a damn thing. 


“Why did you do that?” he asked. 


| walked back towards the bed and sat down a few feet away while | 
thought about the best way to answer. | decided to err on the side of 
bluntness. “You looked horrible,” | said. “I couldn’t have left you up 
there alone and still called myself your friend.” 


Teepo grunted, and we fell silent, sitting in the flickering light 
creeping in through the cell window. 
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COMPLETED QUESTS 


> [X]_ /nternal Affairs 
(COMPLETE) 


Investigate Mayor McNeil 
___ It's treason, then. 


> [X]_ Fly, You Fool 


(COMPLETE) 
Escape! 
___ Out of the frying pan... 
> [X]|_ Homeward Bound 
(COMPLETE) 
Return to Wyndia 
___ Home is where the heart Is. 
> [X|_ Call Me Xena 
(COMPLETE) 


Earn the title of Knight. 
___ Faux-action-girl no more! (Hopefully!) 


> [X]|_ Intermission Intro Missions 
(COMPLETE) 


Protect the realm until the plot resumes. 
[31/31] 


__ Allin a Knight's work... I'm not sorry. 


> [X]_ The Long Arm of the Law 
(COMPLETE) 


Bring Balio and Sunder to justice 
__ Enough horsing around. 


> [X]_ Ohno, not again! 
(COMPLETE) 


Make your way back to civilization. 

___ Ajfail is technically ‘civilization’, but for fuck's sake, REALLY? 
ACTIVE QUESTS 

v [ |_ Brothers in Harm's Way 

Reunite the Cedar Woods Trio. 

___ [X]_ Locate Teepo 

__ [|]. Locate Ryu 

v [ |. The Great Escape 

Escape from the Syndicate... again. 

___ @[ |. Escape Mikba's Prison 


___ @[]+ Find and defeat Mikba 
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| lost track of time pretty quickly. The lantern-light wavered in its 
way, but it never varied except when the guards needed to refill the 
oil. The footsteps echoing down the hall were a constant irritation, 
and if that wasn’t bad enough, the guards were fond of banging on 
the door as they passed, disrupting our sleep patterns. Meals were 
irregularly delivered, unpalatable, and far too small; a pittance of 
stewed potatoes and rice, with no salt or seasonings to speak of. 


| did my best to retell some of my more interesting adventures in 
my path to Knighthood, but that only passed a day, and Teepo was 
a gloomy conversation partner. He was even more gloomy any time 
| tried to convince him that turning into a dragon wasn’t a horrifying 
curse, and generally shut the conversation down the moment | 
brought it up. Martial Arts katas were soothing, but the exertion 
made me hungrier. My requests for a chess set had been ignored. 


We passed most of the day lying on our mattresses for want of 
anything better to do. 


“I’m hungry,” Teepo said on what my downright stereotypical 
scrape-tally-marks-on-wall-habit estimated was the eighth day of 
captivity. 


“| know,” | said. “Me too.” 


“No, | mean...” he trailed off. For a while, the only sound was the 
distant slap-slap-slap of boots on stone as a guard hurried about 
his duties. 


“l’m hungry,” he finished. 
“Maybe that’s for the best,” | said thoughtlessly. 
Teepo sat upright in surprise. “What are you talking about?” 


“l-” | began to apologize, but stopped when | decided | wasn’t far 
off. “We’re not serving a sentence,” | said instead. “Waiting isn’t 
going to get us out. What’s Mikba planning? Ransom? Father 
would sooner send an army.” 


“Maybe he’s not planning anything,” Teepo said. “Maybe he’s just 
keeping us here so we can’t tell anyone what happened.” 


“That’s my point,” | said. “We’re not getting out of here unless we 
escape. | can’t cast, and the door’s too thick to break with just the 
two of us, but...” | trailed off, the meaning clear. 


“ld hurt you. Maybe even kill you.” 


“No, you wouldn't,” | said. “You protected me, Teepo, even asa 
dragon. The dragon is still you, even if you can’t control it.” 


“Is that supposed to make me feel better? That I’m alsoa 
monster?” 


“But you aren't a monster. You’re clearly not, or you wouldn't care.” 


“Not when I'm like this, maybe,” he muttered. “I hurt a lot of people 
when | transform.” 


He was still gloomy, but he was actually letting me talk about it, 
which was more than | could say for the last week of captivity. The 
thought of ‘maybe this is my chance’ slammed right into the thought 
of ‘don’t fuck this up’ and promptly made a mess of my headspace, 
forcing me to take a deep breath and refocus on the problem... and 
the solution. 


As much as | felt scummy for relying on my outside-context 
knowledge for interpersonal, well, anything, | would have happily 
used it here if | had any that could have helped. | didn’t remember 
Ryu having any trouble with controlling his transformations in the 
plot, but maybe | hadn’t paid enough attention to the combat. Or 
maybe it was something specific to the way Teepo was using his 
Accession power. 


“Teepo, did you ever see Ryu transform?” | asked. 


“Of course. He used it in the caves beneath the volcano, on the 
road to Angel Tower, not to mention in the tower itself.” 


“Did he ever transform into something as large as you do?” 


Teepo thought for a moment, shrugged. “I’m not actually sure how 
large | get.” 


“You could fit in this room, but it wouldn’t be comfortable.” 


“Hmm...” He looked around the room again. “No, I’ve never seen 
him get that big.” 


“Do you think it might be easier to control your dragon-self when 
you’re smaller?” | asked. “Could that be why Ryu is able to control 
his transformation?” 


“You're assuming | know how to choose my size in the first place.” 
“Maybe transforming on purpose would help you figure it out.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” 

“You'll figure it out, Teepo,” | told him. “Ryu did, and you’re every bit 
as smart as he is. The only reason you haven't is because you’ve 


never let yourself try.” 


“For good reason!” he said. “It'd be bad enough if we were still on 
the road. Do you really think it would be safe for you if | 
transformed in here?” 


“ld bet my life on it.” 
“Well...” Teepo said, flopping back down on his bed, “I won't.” 


That was too final for me to argue with, and he didn’t have anything 
else to say. The silence that fell next was more profound than the 
last, empty even of footsteps. 


“Or | wouldn't,” he said, “if | had a choice.” 
“What?” 


Teepo rose to his feet, determination written on his face, and | 
followed suit. “I’m going to transform again sooner or later,” he said. 
“| know what will happen when | do. | don’t want to risk it, but... | 
don’t think there’s any other way out of here. 


“I’m scared... for years, I’ve been scared of myself. | hid away, tried 
to keep it in... and it never worked. So... maybe this is the right 
way. If there’s any hope of controlling it when it happens... | have to 


try. 


“| don’t understand why you trust me. | don’t trust myself. But | trust 
you, and... | can trust that you trust me.” 


Did he just paraphrase Kamina? No, damn it, stay focused- “You 
can do this,” | said. “I Know you can.” 


Teepo took a deep breath, and then he changed. A moment of 
blurriness was the only warning | had before a maelstrom of 
crackling energy hid him from view. The door rattled on its frame 
and the lantern against its hook, both barely audible over the 
rushing wind that had filled the room; | had to throw a wing in front 
of my face and brace my legs just to avoid being blown off my feet. 
The light went out. 


| trusted Teepo, but that didn’t mean | wasn’t scared, any more than 
trusting Taylor had helped my fear of spiders... although, strangely, 
| was a lot less scared of the giant fire-breathing doom lizard than 
small skittering bugs. Fears weren't rational. Case in point: | should 
probably have been far more scared than | was given the situation. 
But no matter how scared | was-or wasn't-| was still sure that | 
would be all right. The moment Teepo-or whoever he was when he 
was a dragon-had recognized me, he’d stopped. He’d been careful 
even when he’d grabbed me. He wasn’t going to hurt me, 
intentionally or accidentally. 


| hope. 


And then the storm of energy faded, and darkness fell. Well, 
mostly; even without the lantern, there was still enough light coming 
from somewhere to see by, and what a sight it was. 


What | saw wasn’t the massive dragon I’d seen before, the form 
that had shredded Stallion and nearly destroyed the few surviving 


Knights. It wasn’t the normal dragon Nina had described, the 
transformation that Ryu had unlocked during their flight from their 
kidnappers. It was a whelp; a short, stocky, baby dragon the size of 
a large cat. He couldn’t have been more different to the dragon that 
had carried me here. 


Don’t laugh. Don’t you dare fucking laugh. It was hard-the absurd 
anticlimax was almost too much to bear-but | managed to not break 
into a fit of giggles as the dragon looked around the room, 
obviously confused. “What?” Teepo asked, his voice squeaking. 
“Why is everything... big?” 


If | spoke, | would start laughing, so | just sort of waved vaguely in 
his direction instead. The dragon blinked owlishly at me. “What... 
Lina? What happened to you?” 


“Nothing happened to me,” | said. “You... hah... you... hahahaha... 
you shrunk! Ahahahaha!” | clapped both hands over my mouth as 
though that would contain my howling laughter, deaf to his 
indignant protests. “You're tiny! A tiny, tiny dragon! 
Ahahahahahaha-!” 


Of course, that was the exact moment Rei chose to unlock the 
door. 


---X==X==X--- 


Rei coughed awkwardly and shifted the wrapped cloth bundle he 
was Carrying as | straightened my wind-blown hair. “Well,” Rei said, 
“doesn’t this just beat all?” 


“Sir Rei,” | replied-as though we’d met around the castle and not in 
a poorly-lit jail in the middle of my giggling fit. “How did you get 
here?” 


“| came through the Checkpoint with the Captain three days ago,” 
he said. “One of the guards told him you’d been kidnapped by the 
Syndicate again”-| frowned at the reminder that this was a regular 


occurrence-“so | took off running and got here that afternoon. 
Started snooping around, looking for you....” 


“It took you three days to find us?” 


“I’m a cat, not a bloodhound!” he said, putting his free hand on his 
hip. “Mikba hid you pretty well. This place isn’t on any of the maps.” 
Rei looked past me and asked, “Is that Teepo? What’d you do to 
him?” 


“What're you talking about?” Teepo squeaked, then looked down at 
himself. “... oh, right.” There was another momentary blur, and then 
Teepo was standing there, human once more. 


“Why were you so small, and why are you dressed like a guard?” 


“| was focusing really hard on being small when | transformed,” 
Teepo explained, “and | borrowed some clothes from the 
Checkpoint before we were taken. They wouldn’t loan me any 
armor, though.” 


“We should probably get going,” | said. “I don’t think Rei is here to 
let us out on bail.” 


Rei nodded. “Right. No reason to hang around. There’ll be plenty of 
time for questions later.” He unrolled the cloth bundle and 
immediately received one very undignified and un-princess-ly hug, 
because he’d brought my naginata! And a longsword for Teepo, 
which was considerate, but | had eyes only for my trusty weapon- 
I'd been afraid I’d never see it again! My bangles were awesome, 
but I’d gotten used to being a caster, and it felt weird not having 
that extra magical oomph to my spells. 


We equipped ourselves and formed up behind Rei before heading 
out, but it turned out there wasn’t much to worry about. Every guard 
we passed was either unconscious or nursing broken bones. Many 
of them cringed away from Rei as we passed, which told the entire 
story of our jailbreak. 


| singled out the least injured of the lot for a bit of questioning. 
“Where’s my stuff?” | asked. 


“What?” 
“My. Stuff,” | repeated. “My jewelry.” 
“| don’t know! Honest!” 


“Where do you keep the stuff you confiscate from prisoners?” Rei 
asked. 


“In the safe under the desk!” 


“Easy enough.” Rei picked the lock in seconds, and | retrieved my 
Tear, watch, and bangles while he helped himself to the small pile 
of loose cash in the safe and Teepo requisitioned a set of armor 
that roughly fit him. 


“How long have we been in here, anyway?” | asked. “I lost track of 
time.” 


“You flew off... twelve days ago,” Rei said. “We were only six days 
from the checkpoint in good condition, but it took us nine. Captain 
wanted to move faster, but with the wounded...” 


“I’m sure he did the best he could.” Teepo and | spent four on the 
road and two at the checkpoint... had to have taken a full day to 
drag us here from there... my count was off. Five days, not eight. 


“Come on,” he said, nudging me back into motion. “There are some 
people you ought’a meet. Don’t attack anyone.” With that cryptic 
command, he led us up the final flight of stairs and into a narrow 
dead-end alley in a thoroughly disreputable-looking part of town- 
although given that this was Syn City, that could be said of any part 
of town. 


It was early evening again, the sun just beginning to dip below the 
horizon, and the alley was almost entirely in shadow. The first 


person | saw after clearing the stairwell was Ledes, which was 
unfortunate for him because he then had a very large blade a 
hairbreadth from his neck. “P-Princess!” he stuttered, going white at 
how close the blade came to going right through his neck. “My 
apologies, your h-highness!” 


“Woah, easy now, Princess!” Rei said, gently guiding my naginata 
away from the man’s throat with one finger. “He’s told us you were 
taken and where! He even led some guards here to help bust you 
out, see?” 


Oh. That’s what he meant by “Don't attack anyone.” Indeed, Ledes 
and two other guardsmen | assumed were from the Checkpoint 
were wearing a blue scrap of cloth tied around the arm, while four 
guards who distinctly lacked any such adornment were bound and 
gagged at their feet. 


“| see,” | said. 


Ledes bowed deeply now that doing so would no longer remove his 
head from his shoulders. “My sincerest apologies, your highness. 
My men and | were under duress.” 


“And now?” Teepo asked, pushing past me. 


Rei was the one who answered. “Mikba’s dead and the Syndicate’s 
in shambles. We had to raid his lair to learn where he’d hidden 
you... that little bolthole was specially made for important prisoners. 
No way we would’ve found it otherwise.” He thumped the wall, and 
the stairway disappeared behind a door that camouflaged perfectly 
with the loose bricks around it. If it hadn’t inconvenienced me 
personally, | might have been impressed. 


“My sincerest apologies to you as well, sir,” Ledes added to Teepo. 
The boy kept glaring at the guardsman for a moment, then punched 
him in the gut hard enough to double him over. 


“We're even now,” Teepo told him. 


“As... you... Say...” Ledes moaned, then slowly toppled sideways 
onto the grimy alley cobblestones. 


Well, that settles that. 


“You may consider yourselves pardoned, | suppose,” | told the 
‘friendly’ guards. “I trust you'll forgive me for not thanking you, 
under the circumstances.” No one argued; in truth, it was the best 
they could have hoped for. 


Rei led us out of the alley, taking no care at all not to step on the 
subdued guards. Teepo kicked one who complained. | had the 
courtesy to not add further injury to insult, though | wasn’t about to 
start healing them. 


“Who else were we...?” | didn’t need to finish the sentence. Down 
the road to the west, in front of an impromptu roadblock a couple 
other demarked guards had set up, three figures were silhouetted 
against the setting sun. One was a massive, towering figure, nearly 
as wide as he was tall. Another was slim, with a pair of dainty wings 
sticking up from her back. The middle one could have been 
anyone-middling in both height and build-but the others were all the 
hints | needed to know who it was. 


Teepo figured it out at the same time. 
“Ryu!” 


Ryu turned at the sound of his name, then realized who'd called 
and broke into a sprint. The brothers met with a crash as their 
armor collided, and simply stayed where they were for some time, 
holding each other close. If any words were exchanged, they were 
too soft for us to hear. 


“They’re alive,” Nina whispered, having moved to my side while | 
wasn’t watching. “You were right.” It shouldn’t have surprised me, 
but a little over a year ago I’d woken up one morning to realize she 
looked exactly like her sprite from the game’s latter half: her hair 


tomboy-ishly short and artistically tousled, her iridescent-feather 
wings almost butterfly-like in shape. Unlike me, Nina had largely 
forgone ‘martial’ training, and thus wore a white dress with pink 
sleeves and a gold buckle on her belt rather than armor that would 
impede her spellcasting-though | would admit that my own outtfit 
looked just as poorly armored, even if it could turn aside a blade 
with ease. 


“Yeah,” | whispered back. “What are you doing out here, anyway?” 


“Someone from Yraall Village claimed to have seen a dragon flying 
over the mountains. Father thought it was nonsense, but | 
thought... | hoped it was Ryu.” 


“Did you at least pack a lunch before you left?” 


Nina glowered at me, hands on her hips. “I asked Father for 
permission to investigate, and he assigned me four guardsmen-” 


“who you immediately left in the dust,” | guessed. 


“-who couldn't keep up with me cross-country,” she admitted. “I was 
shocked to meet Ryu and Garr on Ogre Road... and even more 
surprised to learn Ryu wasn’t the dragon people had seen.” She 
had to wipe tears from her own eyes as she turned back to where 
Ryu and Teepo were now holding each other a half-step apart, 
foreheads touching. | could tell they were speaking, now, but only 
because | could see the movement of their lips in the fading light. 
“We decided to travel north together to investigate... and then Rei 
ran into us on the road near Syn City. I’m beginning to believe 
Mother’s tales: God is truly watching over our family.” Her 
conclusion brought my good mood crashing down, though | did my 
best to hide it. 


“So it would seem,” Garr rumbled from much closer than | 
expected. How did | miss him walking over? He’s huge! Nearly 
eight feet tall and as many wide and seemingly carved from stone, 
Garr resembled an avian gargoyle, with flesh the color of clay, a 


face that took cues from birds of prey, and a pair of swept-back red 
horns on his head. His feet were closer to talons, his hands had 
only four fingers, and a pair of leathery wings tipped in vestigial 
claws, far too small to be anything but ornamental, sprouted from 
his back. 


The clothing he wore offset his otherwise menacing visage: an 
elegant purple robe trimmed in gold, a green sash around his waist, 
and a string of large beads around his neck. The outfit was too fine 
for someone as brutish as his base appearance might suggest, and 
gave him an air of grace and dignity that his voice matched. “A 
pleasure to make your acquaintance, Princess,” he continued in a 
tone deep enough that | could feel the bass in my chest. “Il am Garr, 
Guardian and servant of God.” He dipped his head respectfully, as 
was proper; he was de facto one of the highest ranking members of 
the Urkan priesthood, which made us near enough to equals for 
most purposes. 


“The pleasure is mine, Guardian Garr,” | replied, returning the nod 
and taking his hand-or rather, allowing his hand to envelop my own. 
“You may call me Lina, if my sister counts you among her friends.” 


“Most generous of you, Lina.” 


Behind Garr, Teepo and Ryu finally pulled apart and headed 
towards our gathering. | told Teepo | was sorry for laughing him-an 
apology he waved off as unnecessary, citing the fact that it was 
funny-and then Ryu took a moment to speak with each of us. 


“Princess Lina,” Ryu said when he reached me. “It’s good to see 
you alive and well.” 


“It's good to see you as well, Ryu,” | responded, bowing slightly. 
“Thank you for the rescue. That’s three times you’ve rescued a 
Princess now, isn’t it?” 


“Three?” he repeated. 


“Myself, Nina, and now me again. You’re a real hero, Ryu.” 


“Just doing what | can,” Ryu muttered, blushing faintly at the praise. 
| caught Nina shooting a pointed look in my direction, but her 
jealousy was ill-founded, and | would be out of their hair soon 
enough. And isn’t that a whole other pile of issues. 


<--X==X==X--= 


The journey from Syn City to Wyndia took about a week when 
conditions were fair, and conditions were fair. There were more 
monsters on the road than I’d have expected, but they didn’t even 
inconvenience us; we were a party of six seasoned adventurers, 
two of them Brood... though it took a few days before Teepo was 
willing to use that power. 


The two boys argued constantly the first two days, mostly about the 
nature of the Brood and the power they had. Teepo still didn’t have 
good control over his transformations: he could reliably assume his 
‘whelp’ form, but he was understandably nervous about trying other 
forms, or practicing fighting as whelp at all. Ryu solved the problem 
in an effective but uncharacteristically aggressive fashion; the 
second night, he antagonized Teepo enough for him to flip out and 
go ‘full dragon’. The resulting fight demolished several trees and 
ended with Ryu’s teeth around Teepo’s neck, the latter pinned 
under the former. 


“You see?” Ryu had asked once the two of them had turned back 
into human form, still sitting on his brother’s back. “No matter how 
badly you lose control, you won't hurt me. I’m strong enough to 
stop you. You don’t need to be afraid of your power any longer.” 
Then he'd let him up, and the pair had stumbled back to camp so 
Nina and | could look after their developing bruises like 
beleaguered parents. 


Somehow, that worked, giving Teepo the confidence he needed to 
control his transformations, and his training began. Ryu could be 
quite a slave driver when the situation warranted it, and put his 


recalcitrant brother’s nose to the grindstone from then on, often 
long after the rest of us went to sleep. The day after our stop at 
Wyndia, | woke up early enough to catch the pair napping on each 
other’s shoulders against a massive old oak tree, both still in the 
half-dragon ‘Warrior’ form they’d been practicing the previous night. 


| snuck away without disturbing them, sincerely wishing I'd hada 
camera. 


<--X==X == X-== 


Said stop at Wyndia nearly cost us a party member. Father wanted 
either Nina or | to stay behind and resume our duties, but Garr was 
able to lean on Father’s faith to get his way... or rather, our way, 
since neither Nina or | wanted to say goodbye just yet. | wasn’t 
happy about how much respect Father paid Garr as a 
representative of God, but | laid that problem at Max’s feet; Garr 
was simply working with what he had. 


| was still noticeably out of sorts that day, which led to Teepo 
wandering over to talk to me while | sat at the campfire long after 
most of the others had gone to bed. 


“You feeling okay, Lina?” he asked. 


“Yes,” | lied. His frown guilted me into correcting myself. “I’m... 
troubled.” 


“By seeing your family?” 


Someone who spent six years avoiding people has no right to be 
this observant. “Yes,” | admitted, “it’s my family.” 


I'd done my best to behave as though nothing had changed for our 
family-as though | was still exactly the same ‘Lina’ her parents had 
raised for the twelve years before my arrival-but the episode with 
my coma had largely ruined that effort. Besides, even if I'd 
succeeded-even if that was a ‘good’ thing to do-I would still be 


leaving at the end of the Jump. If I’d decided to leave the chain, I’d 
want to Go Home, rather than Stay Here, and if | Continue-ed with 
Max, that was that. Either way, when | left, I’d be taking Lina- 
inasmuch as we could be semantically distinguished-with me. 


I'd told Homura that memories and a past made me feel less like an 
outsider... but maybe that was a point in Drop-In’s favor after all. 
After all, | was an outsider, wasn’t |? 


We still had nearly four years left on the clock, but maybe it would 
be better if | left sooner, rather than later. Half the reason I’d 
refused to stay in Wyndia was in hope that I’d be able to learn 
magic from Deis, who was likely the best wizard in the world. If she 
agreed, I’d probably spend as much of the remaining time with her 
as | could, and then... | don’t know. There was nothing stopping me 
from spending the rest of the Jump in the Warehouse. 


“Lina...” Teepo said, “when we got to Wyndia, and Ryu met Nina, 
and Rei got scared and hid from everyone... you were the one who 
made sure | was still welcome.” 


Of course, my mind latched onto the complete wrong part of that 
his statement. “Was that what Rei was doing?” | asked. 


He laughed. “Yeah... he still had that thief's mindset, you know? All 
the servants and guards walking around made him feel like he was 
going to get caught any moment. | bet the expression on his face 
when he got Knighted was great!” 


“He must have been so confused,” | said. “Just like Rei to have a 
guilty conscience... um, he wasn’t stealing, right?” | hadn’t heard of 
any silverware going missing or anything, so I’d assumed there 
were no issues... 


“Of course not! But he’d spent so long running...” Teepo stopped, 
then shot me another look. “You changed the subject.” 


“You brought up Rei.” 


“lL was making a point!” 
“Which is?” | asked teasingly. 


“Which is that you’re one of my closest friends-part of my family- 
and if you’re troubled, | want to hear it.” 


| took a long, slow breath. 
“I’m sorry,” | said. “| do not wish to speak of it.” 


“You stuck with me after you learned | was a dragon,” he said. 
“Whatever you're hiding... it can’t be worse than that!” 


“Who says I’m hiding anything?” 


Teepo gave me a look that told me, in no uncertain terms, that | 
wasn’t fooling him at all. 


It wasn’t a conscious decision to confess; the words just spilled out 
of me without warning. “I knew you were a dragon the day | met 
you, and | said nothing. | Knew the Brood weren’t evil, and | said 
nothing.” 


If | expected him to be shocked or angry, he disappointed me by 
shrugging like it didn’t matter. “I wouldn’t have believed you if you 
had.” 

“You don’t care?” 

“What would have changed?” Teepo asked, then sat up straighter 
as something occurred to him. “Say... did you trust us because you 
knew Ryu and | were Brood?” 

“| knew you were trustworthy, and that you were Brood.” 


“And you knew where we lived?” 


“waa YES.” 


“Then coming to us for help was smart instead of lucky,” he said. 
“You make a lot more sense now, Lina.” 


“How?” | asked. “How does any of that make sense? | knew who 
you were. | knew what would happen-” 


“Would you have told me not to go looking for a Moon Tear, if you 
could have?” 


“Yas 1” 


Teepo laughed. “Then you don’t know me as well as you think... | 
wouldn’t’ve listened!” 


| wasn’t in the mood to laugh, but | couldn’t not smile. “You always 
were too stubborn for your own good.” 


“It's worked so far.” He met my smile with his own before adding, “1 
know it’s tough being a Princess and all... but knowing things 
doesn’t make you responsible for them.” 


Could it really be that simple? 


Maybe sitting alone on a mountain top for a few months did grant 
wisdom, at least in some things. “I... thank you, Teepo. | think... | 
needed to hear that.” 


Teepo looked at me long enough to judge that | wasn’t faking my 
better mood, then stood and brushed the dirt off his trousers. “Ryu’s 
gonna want to wrestle again,” he said. “Goodnight, Princess. I’ll see 
you in the morning.” 


“Goodnight, Teepo. See you tomorrow.” 

For the first time in far too long, | found myself looking forward to it 
without reservations... which is why | went looking for Teepo the 
following morning in the first place. 


si X == XK == xX -=- 


In any event, the six of us were eventually able to carry on, and our 
number grew to eight when we stopped by the plant to let Momo 
and Peco know the brothers were alive. The subplot there was 
mostly unchanged from canon and took only a couple hours to 
resolve, so it barely delayed our trip to the coast of the Inner Sea. 
Three days after our stopover in Wyndia, we passed a night at the 
Eastern Checkpoint and crossed the bridge over the Strait of 
Rhapala the next morning; from there, it was only forty miles-a little 
more than a day’s travel-to Rhapala itself. 


Another old adventuring partner was waiting for us in Rhapala, 
having paved the way for an even more expedited adventure. | kept 
any hint of displeasure off my face at her arrival-there was no bad 
blood between her and ‘Lina’, after all. 


“Hail, travelers!” Deidre called as we approached the docks. “If 
you're looking to cross the sea, you’re in luck! We just got our boat 
up and running!” 


“Your boat?” Momo asked. “You mean you managed to build your 
own after all?” 


“We did!” Deidre pointed to a bright blue steamboat anchored off 
the pier. “It’s not as large as the Porter’s Guild’s boat, but it’s just as 
fast, and fresh off its first journey across the Inner Sea!” 


“How much to hire your boat, Miss Deidre?” Ryu asked. 

“Hire my boat?” she repeated. “Don’t be ridiculous! Any friend of 
Rei’s is a friend of mine, and my friends don’t need to hire my boat. 
She'll be happy to take you wherever you want to go.” 


“Thank you very much, Miss Deidre,” he said. “How soon will you 
be ready to go?” 


“We can launch right now!” Deidre crowed. “Are you ready to head 
to Junktown’?” 


Travel to Junktown? 


> 
Yes 


No 
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The journey across the Inner Sea took barely a day-very convenient, 
since walking the distance along the southern shore would have 
taken more than a week. We’d left in the mid-afternoon, so Junktown 
appeared on the horizon late the following morning. Jaya brought 
everyone up to the deck to show them their first sight of her 
hometown, but there wasn’t much to see from this far away, so the 
rest of the group headed back inside pretty quickly, leaving us alone. 


“So how did you get back to Junktown after your shipwreck?” | 
asked. 


“| turned into a mermaid and swam back.” Jaya shrugged to illustrate 
that it was no big deal. 


“You're the second person who’s mentioned being a mermaid,” | 
said. “Was there a whole mermaid Jump or something?” 


“Yup!” She grinned. “That one was great.” 
“You just love swimming.” 
“Yup.” 


“Which is more fun? Swimming as a human, or swimming as a 
mermaid?” 


Jaya had to think about that for a bit. “I like swimming as a mermaid, 
but if I’m just playing in the water, it’s more fun to have legs to kick 
with. Is that weird?” 


“Definitely less weird than being able to turn into a mermaid in the 
first place.” 


“| guess my sense of ‘weird’ is a little weird.” 

“That’s true of all of us.” | closed my eyes and leaned my arms 
against the railing, enjoying the bright sun and calm seas. “Is the 
perfect weather your doing?” 

“Mmmaybe.” She giggled. “Okay, you got me. Want me to stop?” 
“Of course not.” 

We shared a brief chuckle. 

“You know what /s weird?” Jaya asked. 

“What?” 

“We're almost the same age now.” 


“Is that because I’m young, or because you’re old?” | teased her. 


She opted for the mathematician’s answer of “Yes,” so | rolled my 
eyes and went back to watching the endless blue sea. 


“You and Deidre aren’t talking to each other,” Jaya said. 


“We're...” | paused as | tried to figure out how to best explain it. “She 
said something | hope she regrets.” 


“You can use bigger words than that, you know,” she told me. “1 
read.” 


“And you’re probably a hundred years older than me, too, but | still 
think of you as that little girl in the swim park.” 


“| made a good first impression!” 


“You did.” 
Jaya nudged me with her elbow. “So what’s the problem?” 


| sighed and resigned myself to telling the whole story again. “Well, it 
all started when | got stabbed...” 


“That’s a terrible place to start a story!” 


The nearest port to Urkan Tapa, and the Tower beside it, was a large 
dock nestled in the lowlands below Junktown itself. Our arrival was 
heralded by a small celebration as the boat returned from its maiden 
voyage-all the tinkers, mechanics, salvagers, and smiths who had 
contributed to its construction had been camped out at the docks, 
and were delighted to see it return. Deidre and Jaya wanted to check 
over the ship and make sure its maiden voyage hadn't revealed any 
problems, so the eight of us said our goodbyes and took a two-day 
journey south to Urkan Tapa. 


Urkan Tapa, the capital of Urkan. A strange city, by Lina’s standards, 
full of square mud-brick buildings stacked like blocks holding strange 
people, strange fashions, strange smells and sounds. Maybe it was 
because of Lina’s pre-jump memories, or maybe it was simply the 
nature of the Generic European Fantasy Setting, but Urkan Tapa’s 
weird, pseudo-middle-eastern aesthetic felt foreign and exotic ina 
way | hadn’t felt since leaving Trek, and | drank it up. 


| wasn’t the only one who felt the difference. Garr was more at ease 
here than he’d been in all the time I’d known him-less than two 
weeks, granted, but the change was apparent in everything he did, 
all the way down to how he walked. In Wyndia, he’d moved with the 
confidence of strength, the swagger that conveyed that he knew he 
was the toughest guy around. Here, he moved with the confidence of 
familiarity, the quiet, understated ease of someone at home in a city. 


Ryu noticed the difference as well, or listened to someone else who 
noticed, because he talked Garr into giving us a proper tour of the 
city. We ate from market stalls he recommended, shopped at the 
markets he led us to, and spent the night in an inn he chose-one with 
roof access, to my delight. | spent a while perched on the edge of the 
building, feet dangling, watching the city stir in its sleep; even in the 
dead of night, people walked the streets in ones and twos, many 
holding lanterns to supplement the lamp-oil streetlights. 


Heavy footfalls on the stairs pulled my attention away from a man 
wrestling with a camel far below. After a moment, Garr emerged from 
the building and greeted me with a double-take. “Ah, excuse me, 
Princess Lina,” he said in his bassy rumble. “I did not mean to 
disturb you.” 


“Your company is never a bother, Guardian,” | replied easily. “Though 
if you would prefer solitude, there is more than enough space here 
for that, as well.” 


Garr nodded, then retreated into the building. For a moment, | 
thought that would be that; but then the footsteps returned, followed 
by the... man?... himself, who walked over to stand behind me. 
“Watching the stars, Princess?” 


“The city, actually,” | said. 


“It'S no surprise you would be more concerned with earth than 
heaven.” 


| turned to look at him, and was surprised to see that he was holding 
a tea set on a tray. “Here to convert me, Guardian?” | asked lightly. 
“My family already keeps the Urkan faith.” 


“So | have heard,” he agreed. “Nina tells me they praise God for your 
Survival.” 


“That they do.” 


“And yourself?” 


That’s a thorny issue. “I do not,” | admitted. “I do not doubt the power 
of God... only Her mercy.” 


“Her’?” Garr asked. 
Fuck, right, they don’t know who they’re worshiping, do they? 
“Forgive me,” | said quickly. “I misspoke.” 


He looked at me for a moment, then shook his head to dismiss the 
issue. “Mercy,” he repeated softly. “Yes... that is the source of my 
doubt.” 


Garr blinked as though he’d forgotten himself, then raised the tea 
tray slightly. “Would you care to join me, Princess?” 


| answered by standing up from my perch, and we walked back 
towards the center of the roof to find a seat better suited for 
someone of the Guardian’s weight. Garr placed the tea set delicately 
on the roof before sitting down in front of it, the action akin toa 
mountain settling; | sat down across from him, crossing my legs 
beneath me. 


Neither of us spoke until the tea had been poured-each for the other, 
as was the Urkan custom. 


“It had been a long time since | spoke of the war,” Garr said. 
“Speaking with Ryu and Teepo of the past has been troubling... but 
my troubles are my own, and not something to impose on them... 
not when we are close to meeting God.” 


“But you still feel the need to speak of it,” | said, not making it a 
question. 


“| do.” Garr sighed; like everything about him, it was a massive thing, 
the sound of a landslide far in the distance. “I apologize for 
burdening you, Princess.” 


“There is no need to apologize, Guardian Garr,” | insisted. “It is a 
burden freely taken. You are doing Ryu and Teepo, both dear friends 
of mine, a great service.” 


“| tried to kill them, once.” 


“That is not for me to forgive,” | replied. “And they have forgiven you, 
or they would not have followed you here. So, please, do not hold 
back on my account... the least | can do is offer an ear to your 
worries.” 


Garr snorted. “I came here to speak my doubts alone, and found you 
waiting... perhaps there is providence in that.” 


“Perhaps,” | agreed, still waiting on my steaming tea to cool. “Where 
would you like to begin?” 


He hummed in thought. “I slew many Brood during the war, but 
one... a great silver dragon... young as the Brood reckoned things, 
but fierce...” 


“Hmm.” | tasted the tea and frowned slightly. It was good tea-black 
and fragrant-but he’d brewed it too strong for my liking, and had 
brought nothing with which to offset the bitterness. 


Garr either didn’t notice or ignored my reaction to the tea. “It took all 
four of us to face her,” he continued. “She was not the strongest we 
fought, but we were weary... | was wounded in the fight, my arm 
broken to deliver the killing blow... so | was left to rest while the 
others entered the cave she guarded.” 


He sipped his tea again, draining another third of the cup in the 
process. 


“She was mortally wounded, but not yet dead. My carelessness let 
her grab me in her claws, and | could not free myself with my injury. 
She could have killed me easily.” 


“But she didn't,” | said, sipping more of my tea. Even over-steeped, it 
was still good. 


“She did not,” Garr said. “She asked me my name. ‘I would know the 
name of my killer,’ she said, and | told her. And... she laughed. 
‘Garr’, she said. ‘| know that name. The doubter, the questioner, the 
seeker of truth.’ | was none of those things, and told her so.” 


Garr paused to finish his cup, and | poured him another as he 
continued, “You will be,’ she told me. ‘You will not go quietly to your 
rest, butcher. You will linger as your fellows pass into the Stone 
Sleep... until you learn the truth of this War.’ She released me and 
fell still save for her labored breaths. | would have ended her 
suffering there if | was not too weak from battle... 


“| learned what she guarded when the others returned... the cave 
held the children of her clan. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to 
hide... she prolonged their lives by hours...” He threw back his head 
and tipped the entire teacup into his beak-like mouth, drinking the 
contents in one gulp. | suspect he wished it were something 
stronger. 


When he didn’t continue, | asked, “Do you know her name?” 

Garr shook his head again. “! asked her, but she did not answer. 
Maybe she could not.” He placed his teacup back on the tray, and | 
refilled it again. “Maybe she felt | should not know.” 

He drank his next cup slowly, savoring the bitter brew, and | followed 
suit in finishing my own. Neither of us spoke until we’d poured for 
each other once more. 

“That wasn’t the end, though, was it?” | asked. 


“It was not. The War was not done. | mourned the lives | took, but | 
did not stop doing what was necessary.” 


“What you believed was necessary,” | corrected him. 


“You believe | was wrong?” 
“As do you, or you would not be here.” 


“Not so,” he told me. “I am seeking God because | am not sure it was 
right... not because | am sure it was wrong.” He drank again, then 
swirled the dregs around in his cup, eyes distant. 


| wanted to say something like, ‘It was wrong!’ But that would only 
start an argument neither of us could win, so instead | said, “I see,” 
and sipped my tea. “How long have you doubted, then?” 


“Not long,” he admitted. “I put her words from my mind. God had 
given me a duty... | hardened my heart and followed God’s 
command. Then, below Angel Tower, Ryu... the Brood, the enemy... 
stayed his hand. Once was an exception... maybe she was too weak 
to kill me after all. Twice...” He didn’t finish the thought, nor did he 
need to. 


“Her words were true... | cannot rest until | learn the truth. If slaying 
the Brood was a mistake... could it be that God was wrong? Or did 
we misunderstand God’s commands?” He sighed again, rattling the 
near-empty teapot. “| could not trouble Ryu and Teepo with this. 
They would forgive me. | should not be forgiven until we know the 
truth.” 


“And now we are here,” | said. “You will have your answer soon, 
Guardian.” 


Garr closed his eyes. “I pray so,” he said, and the statement had the 
weight of a prayer behind it-half confidence, half desperation. 


We finished what little tea still remained in silence. 


Angel Tower was... slightly misnamed. It was more of a ziggurat, 
really, a stepped pyramid ‘guarded’ by a couple clerics standing 


watch near the base of the central staircase. 


Garr was unmistakable, so it was no surprise that the clerics 
Snapped to attention as he approached. “Guardian Garr,” one of 
them said. “Are you going to the tower?” 


“Yes...” Garr said slowly. “The time has come to return to God what 
God has given me.” 


“Dust to dust...” the other cleric muttered. “Guardian, do you 
mean...” 


Garr merely gave a short shrug. 
“Thank you, Guardian,” the first cleric said. 


“Thank you for protection all these many years,” the other agreed. 
“Rest well, Guardian Garr... go with God.” 


Garr started up the steps, Ryu and Teepo in tow. He spoke to them 
as they climbed-exposition about the tower itself, and the end of the 
Guardians entombed below-but the wind stole the words away. 


The rest of us hovered awkwardly at the base of the stairs, waiting 
for some sign that everything was going well. We got... something, 
though only | Knew it wasn’t what Garr had sought. The sky 
darkened, the sun itself seeming to dim as a crack of thunder split 
the air. Light returned, not from the sun, but from a ghostly blue glow 
atop the pyramid, before that too faded, and the light of day returned. 


Nina couldn’t contain her impatience any longer, and headed up the 
steps after the trio. Neither of the clerics challenged her. Momo and 
Rei shared a glance, then looked to me; | shrugged, and the three of 
us (and Peco) remained where we were. It didn’t take long for the 
other half of the party to head down the stairs, Gar in the lead. 


“Guardian?” one of the clerics asked. “What happened? | thought 
you were going to enter the Stone Sleep?” 


Garr’s only answer was a shake of the head as he walked past, 
ignoring the calls of farewell as he headed far enough away to 
ensure privacy for the following conversation. “We must find Gaist if 
we wish to meet with God,” he said without preamble. 


“Wait, what?” Rei asked. “What was all that, then?” 


“That was Deis,” Garr said, which explained very little. “She is 
imprisoned within Angel Tower, and Gaist is the key to freeing her.” 


“But... she was imprisoned for a reason, right?” Momo asked. “Is it 
wise to free her?” 


“It is the only way forward,” he replied. “We cannot meet God without 
her help.” 
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As Garr had failed to explain, the little light-show at the top of Angel 
Tower hadn't been God; it had been Deis, Myria-the-self-proclaimed- 
God's sister, who'd been sealed in Angel Tower after objecting to her 
genocide of the Brood. The spell keeping her locked away was 
linked to a Guardian by the name of Gaist-to my knowledge, the only 
other Guardian who had not submitted to their rest. 


When Garr had spoken of other Guardians questioning what they 
had done, | had little doubt that he’d been thinking of Gaist; but 
unlike Garr, who had held to his faith all the harder to quiet his 
doubts, Gaist had fled the Brood’s slaughter before the bodies even 
grew cold. He’d hidden himself away among a whole town-full of 
outcasts to while away the years in exile, and there he would remain 
until we disturbed him. 


Not that anyone but | Knew where to find him at the moment, so at 
Garr’s suggestion, our party headed back to Urkan Tapa. Garr asked 
the Urkan Patriarch where to find Gaist, and while the man insisted 
that no good would come of seeking the old apostate, he eventually 
gave us the hint we needed. We were bound for the shantytown of 


Cliff, so called for its precarious perch on the southern face of the 
continent. 


“Can the ship take us to Cliff?” Ryu asked. 


“We'll need to ask Deidre if her ship can make the journey,” Nina 
said. “Let’s head back to the Junktown Docks.” Knowing what | did 
about the alternative, | hoped the answer would be ‘yes’. 


| would be disappointed a few days later, after the day-and-a-half 
walk back to Junktown led us to Jaya, who let us know Deidre was 
out getting more parts. Thus began another brief detour. 


“Sailing around the continent?” Deidre repeated once Ryu had 
tracked her down amidst the rubble of Steel Beach, where the ruined 
bits of machinery Myria parceled out to the continent's Tinkers 
washed ashore. The Grassrunner shook her head. “Even if the ship 
was ready to go, | wouldn’t risk it. | don’t want to be shipwrecked 
again.” 


“There is an overland route,” | said. 
“Overland, then,” Ryu said. And so it was decided. 


Deidre joined us on the journey back to Junktown, and by the time 
we made it back, it was late enough in the day that it didn’t make 
sense to set out again, so we bought out the local inn. | hadn’t seen 
much of Junktown the first time through, as we’d passed right by it 
without stopping, but now | could say with confidence the town was 
well-named. It was around half again larger than Yraall Village and 
more densely populated, with an unmistakable scavenger aesthetic 
to the cobbled-together buildings. Battered sheet metal and heavy 
structural girders were prominent throughout the town, 
supplemented by sun-baked brick, mortared stone, driftwood, and 
the occasional evidence of actual lumber. Honestly, it was a little 
strange that the town managed to look prosperous because of, 
rather than despite, the absolute hodge-podge of recycled, salvaged, 
and repurposed materials it was made of. 


Spending the night there suited me fine, since the layover gave mea 
chance to question Deidre away from the group. “Is Max going to 
intervene here?” | asked brusquely. 


“You mean to save Gaist?” she asked. 
“What else would | mean?” 


Garr had claimed Gaist was the key to freeing Deis, but it would be 
more accurate to say he was the /ock. In the normal course of 
events, he’d challenge Ryu to a fight to prove the latter’s 
determination, and continue fighting until mortally wounded. His last 
breaths would be spent explaining that only his death would undo 
the wards keeping Deis sealed in Angel Tower. 


| didn’t believe for a minute that Max couldn’t finagle a way around 
that restriction, and had hoped he’d have simply broken the seal 
already. Gaist was, in his brief appearance, a pretty stand-up guy, 
and regretted the necessity of his death even as he accepted it. 


“He’s weakened the seal around Deis enough that Gaist doesn’t 
need to die to remove it,” Deidre explained, “but he won’t know that, 
so he’ll probably challenge Ryu to the death anyway. You have the 
Moon Tear?” 


“Yeah, why... ah. | can use it to heal him after the duel.” | frowned. “1 
don’t like this. Too much could go wrong.” 


“It ll work.” 

“Yeah, if nothing goes wrong.” | pulled the Moon Tear out of my 
pocket and rubbed it between my fingers, feeling the healing magic 
inside ready to pour out at a moment's notice. “Il don’t want to bet 
someone's life on precise timing and sleight of hand.” 

“It will work,” she insisted. “Ninety-nine point eight percent.” 


“Plus or minus forty.” 


“Do you have a better idea?” Dinah snipped at me. 
“| don’t like gambling like this-” 

“It's not gambling if it’s rigged.” 

“It’s not rigged if we can still lose!” 


“Trust me, it'll work. This is why you bothered coming out here rather 
than staying in Wyndia, right?” 


It hadn’t been; I’d actually been hoping | could get Deis to teach me 
things about magic that had almost certainly been lost over the last 
few centuries, if not earlier. “Il wasn’t expecting us to do this detour at 
all,” | said. “Max could’ve brought down the wards himself.” 


“He could’ve, but then Ryu would never meet Gaist at all.” 

“And that’s important?” 

“Yes.” 

It took me a moment to realize she wasn't going to elaborate. “Why?” 


“Because Gaist is a part of all of this,” Dinah said, clearly under the 
impression that this was obvious. “He’s been hiding for centuries, 
running from his past. Meeting Ryu is his one chance at closure. We 
can’t just cut him out of the story.” 


“The story,” | grumbled. “Of course. The story.” 


She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow, her fingers tapping 
against her sleeve as she waited for me to continue. 


“Whatever.” | wasn’t in the mood for her attitude. “See you in the 
morning, | guess.” /f / can’t avoid it. 


“Goodnight, Lina.” 


“Night, Augur.” 


As | had in Urkan Tapa, | headed up to the roof of the inn rather than 
head to bed. Unlike Urkan Tapa, the inn was barely large enough to 
house all of us even if we shared beds, so the view wasn’t 
particularly impressive. 


Maybe it was the ‘sharing beds’ bit that had Nina come looking for 
me, since | was clearly not asleep in our room. 


“Lina?” 
“Yes?” | turned away from my study of the Inner Sea-barely visible 
thanks to the terrain sloping gradually downhill from Junktown to the 


Docks-to find the Crown Princess standing a few paces away. “Ah, 
hello, Nina. How are you?” 


“lam... well.” The words were not particularly convincing. 
“Is something bothering you?” 


She shrugged, trying and failing to act as though the answer was ‘no’ 
without outright lying. “I was wondering... you do not worship God...” 


| remained silent and waited for her to ask her question, rather than 
risk saying something that made her feel rushed or self-conscious. 


“| didn’t notice until Garr mentioned it, but you’ve called God ‘Her’ for 
many years,” Nina said. “Why do you refer to God as a woman?” 


“Carelessness,” | said, because it was the truth. 


The way Nina looked at me told me she didn’t believe that answer. 
“Garr believes we will be able to meet God,” she said. 


| wasn’t sure where she was going with that, but... “I will be 
respectful,” | said. 


“I’m sure you will,” Nina said. “That isn’t what I’m worried about. After 
we find God... will you come back to Wyndia?” 


Of all the questions I’d thought she might have, | wasn’t expecting to 
ask that one. Had | told Teepo...? No, he’d caught me thinking about 
it, but | hadn’t actually told him | was considering leaving soon, nor 
had | reached a decision on the original question. | couldn’t meet her 
eyes, and turned back to the horizon. 


Why was she asking? Had | accidentally said something-to her, or 
Teepo, or Garr-that gave away that I’d been thinking about leaving? 
Teepo had figured out more than I'd said, but surely he would have 
mentioned it if he thought | was going to leave? 


Had Nina overheard part of that conversation and drawn her own 
conclusions? That would certainly fit genre conventions... and the 
fact that | was still thinking in terms of ‘genre conventions’ was one 
reason | was leaning towards not returning to Wyndia. The more 
obvious the narrative influences, the harder it was to treat the world 
and the people within it with the respect they deserved. 


A hand on my shoulder jolted me out of my thoughts. “Lina?” 


Right, she’s still waiting for an answer. “Why do you ask?” | asked 
weakly. 


“I’m no fool, sister. Your wings look more like the paintings in the 
chapel than they do mine.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You 
were different after you woke up. | Know you tried to hide it....” 


| winced. “I don’t Suppose denying it would do any good...” 

“It wouldn't. We could all see it. Father thought you were just 
disturbed by the experience. Mother thought you’d seen some sort of 
afterlife.” 


“And you?” 


“| think... something else came back. Maybe with her, maybe instead 
of her...” Nina swallowed. “Maybe even... someone who knows God 
better than we do...” 


Count on Nina to see right through me. She wasn’t quite correct... 
but she wasn’t exactly wrong. 


“’m still Lina,” | told her. “Just... not only Lina, if that makes sense?” 


“It doesn’t,” she said, “but it doesn’t have to.” She surprised me by 
hugging me from behind, an awkward action given my wings. “It 
doesn’t matter. You did your best for all of us... and that makes you 
family no matter what.” 


If only it were that simple. “What if | can’t go home with you?” | 
asked. “If I... take your sister away?” 


“Then I'll still cherish the last six years-six years we wouldn't have 
had if not for... whoever else you are. And... | don’t know what to 
call you, or that part of you, but... thank you for helping my sister!” 
Nina squeezed harder and buried her face in my wings, 
embarrassed by the outpouring of thanks to a... not a stranger, but 
not quite her sister. 


To Cass, when you got right down to it. 

Damn it, Nina, you’re going to make me cry. 

“You...” | murmured, “are just too good for me...” | pushed her away 
with my wings so | could turn around and hug her properly, folding 
my wings around us both. “The kingdom couldn't have a finer Crown 
Princess.” 

“It could have you.” 


“Couldn't have a finer Crown Princess,” | repeated. “You're perfect.” 


“Stop it, you’re making me blush.” Nina giggled, resting her chin on 
my shoulder. “Will you be able to visit?” 


| guess dodging the question of ‘Will you come back?’ is an answer 
in itself, isn’t it? 

“Maybe,” | said, “but | only have a few years left, no matter what.” | 

didn’t expect this to be the kind of place Max would vacation, and | 

wasn't going to Stay. “But | promise you... |’ll do my best to explain 
everything before we say goodbye.” 


“You'd better!” she told me. “I’m not going to say goodbye fora 
whole year, so you'll have to come back.” 


“| take it back-you’re a wicked, evil queen in training!” 


Nina pulled back so | could see her grin. “Good thing the wicked 
queen is always deposed by a younger princess.” 


“| remember the story being a more beautiful princess...” 
“But also a kind one.” 
“... All right, | had that coming.” 
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Chapter 78: Back and Forth 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 78: Back and Forth 


The ‘overland route’ went through a series of tidal caves that were 
crawling with all manner of venomous, toxic, mind-affecting, and 
generally goddamn annoying monsters. The three days we spent 
getting to the caves from Urkan Tapa flew by in comparison to the 
nearly six hours in the caves, especially considering that we 
emerged only a couple hundred feet away from the entrance, all 
because there was a short but totally unnavigable gap in the bluff the 
road was built on. It was a horrible slog made worse by the fact that 
we had to stop and administer antidotes and other curatives after 
nearly every encounter. | did learn how to explode like a Voltorb, 
though, so... that’s a thing. 


At least the giant sea anemone-like boss monster at the end was 
weak to lightning, so Ryu, Teepo, and | could kill it in under ten 
seconds, and it was only half a day’s easy travel from there to the 
town. 


Cliff was a strange place, a shantytown without a city beside it. 
Presumably the people fished and traded for their livelihoods, 
because there was little in the way of farmland on the craggy cliffs 
that gave the town its name. I’d thought Junktown looked prosperous 
despite it’s slap-dash construction, and Cliff reinforced that notion by 
being very much the opposite; most of the freestanding buildings 
were poorly-built shacks of one sort or another, and people had 
turned the small caves dotting the cliff-face into homes simply by 
hanging a curtain at the entrance, all connected by jagged paths 
hewn into the rock. The citizens-if such a term applied-watched our 
party with a strange blend of suspicion and sympathy; this was the 


place for outcasts, far from the reach of civilization, and our motley 
group looked the part. 


It didn’t take us long to find Gaist; the first person Ryu asked 
helpfully directed us to the ‘home’ furthest back in the town. For all 
that it was a cave, it was clearly lived in; a couple braziers lit the 
room and a metal furnace-slash-stove heated it, its chimney leaded 
up to a hole nature or labor had bored in the roof. The man we were 
looking for was sitting on a woven reed rug-more of a mat, really-in 
the center of the room, his back to the entrance, whittling away at a 
scrap of wood. 


“Who’s there?” he grumbled as Ryu pushed the curtain open to let 
the eight of us clump awkwardly in the entryway. 


“... Guardian Gaist?” Garr asked. It was the first time I’d heard him 
sound hesitant, which did odd things to his rumbling voice. 


The sound of whittling stopped dead. 
“... Garr?” Gaist asked. 
The two Guardians stared at each other for a moment. 


“It's been a very long time,” Gaist said. His voice was milder than 
Garr’s; still deep, but scratchy, and without the bassy rumble I’d 
come to associate with Guardians. “You bought company, as well.” 
He stood up and turned around, giving me my first good look at him. 
The most striking difference between the two Guardians was their 
color; red and brown earth-tones were dominant in both Garr’s body 
and garb, where Gaist was blue and pale. He was slimmer than 
Garr, sharper, more angular; his wings lacked membranes between 
the bony fingers, and his horns went straight back to end in jagged 
spikes rather than Garr’s swept curves. White bandages wrapped his 
arms, though | suspected it was a clothing choice rather thana 
dressing, and his chest was bare. 


To my magic sense, he also had a... tether, of sorts, trailing off far to 
the east, so faint | only found it because | was looking for something 
of the sort. | was tempted to sever it myself and save us all some 
trouble, but | didn’t know what else that might do; for all | knew, Myria 
had booby-trapped it. The bitch. 


Gaist took a quick look over the lot of us before letting out a huff of 
exasperation. “You've traveled all this way... might as well come in. 
Welcome to my humble home.” He waved an arm towards his mat, 
then walked over to sit on one side, facing the center. We filed in, 
most of us sticking to the edges of the room while Garr, Ryu, and 
Teepo sat down with Gaist. 


The exiled Guardian didn’t beat around the bush. “Why disturb me 
after all these years, Garr?” he asked. 


“| found survivors of the war,” Garr said. 


“... progeny of the Brood?” Gaist repeated, looking between Ryu and 
Teepo. “Them?” 


Garr nodded. “We killed the Brood at God’s command. | want to 
know if that was a mistake, and they’re the key to that mystery.” 


“Are you still talking that nonsense?” Gaist asked. “If you doubt the 
word of God, you should just run away, like | did.” He narrowed his 
eyes as he looked over the two young men Garr had dragged before 
him. “What were you thinking, anyway, bringing them here like this?” 
Gaist shook his head again, a bitter smile on his draconic lips. “You 
want to help them avenge the Brood? What are two little boys going 
to do?” 


“| just want to know the truth,” Garr replied. “Why did the Brood have 
to die?” 


The other Guardian grunted. “You haven’t changed, have you? 
Asking these stupid questions...” He shook his head yet again, 


exasperation apparent in every motion. “What does the illustrious 
Garr want with me, anyway?” 


“We need you to free Deis so we can meet with God. We need Deis’ 
help.” 


No one else seemed to notice Gaist’s reaction to the mention of 
Deis. Little more than a slight flinch, he hid it well, and | doubted | 
would have noticed if | didn’t know what freeing Deis would mean for 
him. 


“Deis, eh?” Gaist asked, the casual tone belying his true thoughts. “I 
suppose I’m the right one to talk to about that. All right. I'll help you... 
but before | do, | want to have a little chat with our dragon friend 
here. Alone.” 


Ryu and Teepo shared a glance. “He means you,” Teepo said. 
“Why me?” Ryu asked. “You're Brood, too.” 


“You're the leader,” Teepo said. “I’m a coward, Ryu. I’d have run if | 
didn’t have you guys to drag me back.” 


“You're not a coward,” Ryu said. “You’re here now, and that’s what 
counts.” 


Teepo looked like he wanted to argue, but he thought better of it. 
“Well... I'll be outside,” he said. 


Garr stood up and ushered us all out, leaving Ryu in the cave. Alone. 


Ryu emerged about two minutes later and immediately headed over 
to Garr and Teepo. | Knew what the three were discussing: Gaist’s 
ultimatum. You have to really want this. Not too strange a demand, 
given that Gaist would lay down his life if Ryu accepted his 
challenge. 


| had my hand in my pocket, already holding the Tear. | hated 
gambling with lives like this; | didn’t want to be the one to blame if we 
lost. 


Motion at the edge of my vision caught my eye: Ryu was already 
going back into the cave, and | headed over, moving past Rei on the 
narrow path. Unfortunately, Garr was large enough that I’d need to 
physically shove past him to get closer, which might make him think | 
was planning to interfere... which | was, but not before Gaist’s 
challenge was settled. Damn you, Dinah. This better work. 


None of us saw any sign of the battle going on until a heavy thud 
rocked the earth. | stepped forward to push past Garr, but he was 
already moving himself, heading into the cave to investigate with the 
rest of us. 


We found Ryu, panting heavily, standing over Gaist’s body. There 
was no blood, but the wound was obvious, a jagged fissure in Gaist’s 
chest where the sword had struck home. Each rise and fall of his 
chest tore the wound wider. 


“Why?” Ryu asked the fallen Guardian. “Why is it like this?” 


“It’s too bad it has to be this way,” Gaist said, his voice weak. “I 
would’ve liked to go with you...” 


“It doesn’t have to be this way,” | said, then pulled the Tear out of my 
pocket and willed it to trigger. A brilliant gleam lit the whole room as 
the magic poured out, leaving the gem faded and lusterless until the 
next full moon. Ryu perked up, his fatigue cleansed, and the clay-like 
substance of Gaist’s chest softened and flowed until nothing of the 
wound remained. 


Gaist sat up in confusion. “All for nothing,” he muttered, voice weary. 
“The seal that keeps Deis trapped can’t be released as long as I’m 
alive...” 


“It already has,” | said. “Don’t you feel it? The link is broken.” I’d 
already confirmed as much; the tether I’d sensed before was 
conspicuously absent. 


“Is that so?” he asked. “Hah... must have died after all.” Gaist 
lumbered to his feet, clearly surprised by the fact that he could 
stand... and then knelt in front of Ryu. “Scion of the Brood,” he said, 
“it would be my honor to accompany you on your quest, should you 
allow it.” 


“Of course, Master Gaist,” Ryu said. “You are welcome to join us.” 
He held out a hand to Gaist, who accepted it before climbing to his 
feet on his own power-after all, the Guardian was more than four 
hundred pounds of stony muscle, and Ryu a boy in his late teens. 


“There’s an inn of sorts above the path to my home,” Gaist said. “You 
can rest there tonight while | get ready. We'll set out tomorrow 
morning.” 


“See you tomorrow, Gaist,” Ryu agreed, and led the rest of the party 
out. 


The trek back to Angel Tower let me see Gaist fight for the first time; 
in contrast to Garr, who relied entirely on his own strength and 
toughness, Gaist was a more nimble magic caster. He fought 
similarly to me, in fact; comfortable in melee, as befit his size, but still 
favoring magic as the primary tool in his arsenal. When it came to 
spells, his skills lay mostly in fire and earth, the latter of which let us 
avoid the tidal caves entirely by bridging the gap in the bluff. The 
addition to the cliff would erode in a few days, but that hardly 
mattered; the important thing was we didn’t have to deal with more of 
those weird hallucinogen-spitting toads. 


Speaking of our combat prowess, our party was now well and truly 
overfull. Rei and Peco were the odd ones out; everyone else hada 
counterpart. Ryu and Teepo. Nina and |. Momo and Deidre, though 


the latter was absent at the moment. Garr and Gaist. Our 
intervention had nearly doubled the size of the cast, both by our own 
additions and the people we’d found a way to spare. | wouldn’t have 
been terribly surprised if some mischief served to split the party up 
again, but no such problem materialized. 


The Tower was visible as a speck on the horizon when we made 
camp on the third day of our return journey. We ate a meal of cooked 
sausages and beans, then retired in ones and twos to the relative 
comfort of our tents-all except Garr and Gaist, but | wasn’t sure if 
they slept in the first place. 


Gaist looked much better in robes than he had in the rags he’d been 
wearing before, but the way he kept glancing to the horizon before 
swiftly looking away caught my attention. “Are you well, Gaist?” | 
asked as | took my place beside him, gazing east. 


He snorted. “Am | well? she asks. | spent far too long running from 
God to be well walking toward God, and Deis won't be happy to see 
me.” 

“Yet you still chose to come.” 


Gaist scoffed. “I must. Would you have me waste the life you gave 
me hiding away in that cave?” 


| bowed my head politely. “I gave you nothing-” 


“Phaw,” he said. “I have no use for false modesty, Princess. Ask your 
question.” 


“| merely wondered why you would join us, if it brought you such 
concern.” 


“| don’t care about God or the truth,” Gaist said, “but | saw something 
in Ryu. The same thing Garr saw... | want to see him meet God and 
take God to task for the War. | accepted my death because | 


believed Ryu would see his quest through... my only regret was that 
| wouldn’t be there to see it. And then...” 


He trailed off, then turned to face me, looming over me in a way that 
wasn’t entirely friendly. “I was there to witness the creation of the 
seal,” he said, “and | know its workings well enough to know it would 
take my death to sever that link.” 


| shook my head. “I cannot raise the dead,” | said. “You were on the 
brink, poised to pass, but you did not cross that border, or you would 
not be here now.” 


“A border you are yourself acquainted with, or so | have heard.” One 
massive, four-fingered hand traced a line down his robe where Ryu 
had struck the killing blow, while his eyes looked to my heart as 
though he could see the wound I'd likewise suffered. 


“Word traveled far,” | said. 


“There are always new outcasts.” He raised his eyes to mine, staring 
like he’d find the answers he was looking for in the back of my skull. 
“You are... Curious.” 


| could feel my face flush slightly at the rebuke. It was an elegant 
play on words, the double-meaning making me both the subject and 
object of curiosity: you are nosy and you are weird at the same time. 
“| suppose | am,” | admitted. 


“Perhaps that curiosity will be sated,” Gaist said. “Good night, 
Princess.” 


| took the dismissal as it was intended. 
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We didn’t go to the top of Angel Tower this time. Gaist led us along 
the southern side of the ziggurat to a hidden stairwell leading 


underground into a single chamber, and at the center of that 
chamber was Deis. 


At the moment, she looked like a normal human woman with long 
blue hair, asleep with her arms across her chest beneath a glowing 
pyramid of magical force-the seal Gaist had spoken of. It hadn’t 
broken during our journey back... but only just. All it took to break 
was a single word from Garr. 


“Deis...” he said, hesitant once more. 


With that one word, the barrier flickered, shimmered, and then 
shattered. Deis rose sleepily, blinking bleary eyes, before coming to 
her senses and turning her attention to us. “Guardian?” she called. 
“Come closer.” 


Gaist and Garr shared a glance before the latter stepped forward 
slowly. The moment he was in arm’s reach, Deis spun and punched 
him hard in the gut twice, then followed up with an uppercut that 
launched him back across the room to land at Gaist’s feet. 


Have | mentioned that Garr is huge? 


“You big oaf!” Deis roared. “You bone-headed Guardian! What did 
you think you were doing, entombing me in this temple for five 
hundred years!? I’ve half a mind to blast you into orbit!” She finished 
her tirade by putting her hands on her hips in a way that called quite 
a bit of attention to the fact that she was both attractive and 
completely naked. | quickly averted my eyes, only to catch Ryu and 
Teepo doing the same. “And you!” she added to Gaist. “I thought you 
were bound to protect the seal! If you could let me out any time, why 
did you wait so long?” 


She didn’t wait for an answer. “So, | guess the fact that you’ve 
released me means you're finally willing to listen to what | have to 
say?” 


Garr nodded as he rose to his feet and stepped forward. He opened 
his mouth but didn’t get a word out before getting punched in the gut 
again. “It’s too late, idiots!” Deis yelled, then paused as she looked at 
the rest of us. “Well, maybe not completely hopeless...” She pushed 
past Garr and headed over to inspect Teepo and Ryu, who both 
turned bright red at the fact that Deis was still completely, 
shamelessly naked. “If each and every last member of the Brood had 
indeed been killed, all would have been lost... but there are still a 
couple Brood left!” 


“And what of God?” Garr asked. 


Deis shrugged. “First things first, Guardian! The spirits of the dead 
dragons are too strong here; we need to go someplace else. There 
should be a cave at the base of the volcano to the west of here. I'll 
meet you there.” She turned to Ryu and Teepo and half-grinned, 
half-leered at them. “The volcano to the west. Got it, my little 
dragons?” Without waiting for agreement, she snapped her fingers 
and disappeared in a flash of light. 


“Well,” Teepo muttered, “that was... something.” 
“The volcano to the west must mean Mount Zublo,” Garr said. 


“Right,” Ryu agreed. He turned to head back up the stairs, only to 
find Nina barring his way. 


“Wait just a minute!” she yelled. “Why do you have such a goofy look 
on your face, Ryu?” 


“Well, uh...” he stammered, glancing around nervously before 
settling on a target. “Teepo! You explain!” With that, he thrust his 
brother at his irate definitely-not-girlfriend and fled like a man of good 
sense. 


=22XS=KS=X === 


We took the boat from Junktown to Rhapala rather than trek all the 
way back across the continent, after which Deidre opted to join us in 
our pilgrimage, leaving the boat in Jaya’s care. We did our best to 
pretend we weren’t avoiding each other during the two-day trip; if 
anyone noticed, they didn’t mention it. 


Ryu apparently remembered Mount Zublo from his journey to Angel 
Tower as a child, because he led us directly to the cave Deis spoke 
of-an ancient carved stone chamber dominated by a massive black 
slab taking up most of the far wall. In my opinion, ‘cave’ was a 
misnomer; the walls and ceiling were made of (or at least lined with) 
brick, and the floor, cobbled stone. A raised path the same width as 
the strange black stone led from the entrance to the block in 
question, and appeared to continue through the stone as though it 
were some sort of gate. All in all, it was one of the creepier places I'd 
visited in this world, the room so purposely vacant it set my teeth on 
edge. 


Deis herself was nowhere to be seen, so Ryu headed over to inspect 
the black stone: a single block, its largest face perfectly square and 
adorned with strange symbols. When a visual inspection failed to 
reveal a switch or other hidden feature, he reached out to feel the 
surface for irregularities, prompting the symbols to light up; a flash of 
light whisked him away. 


“Ryu!” Teepo yelled, shoving past Nina and | to try to grab his brother 
before he faded completely. Touching the light caused it to collect 
him as well, and since he was still in contact with us, all three of us 
were dropped in a heap into the strange liminal space beyond the 
barrier. 


| grumbled some pointed complaints about Teepo’s good sense as 
we untangled ourselves with a bit of help from Ryu, who seemed to 
be trying very hard not to laugh. Fortunately for my reckless 
companion, | quickly forgot my annoyance, distracted as | was with 
the space itself. At the ‘center’, a sourceless light shone on a dais of 
turquoise stone about a foot high. The floor around it was paved in 
blue and gray cobblestones and extended outwards until the light 


faded away and no more could be seen. | had a horrible sense- 
perhaps paranoia, perhaps well-founded instinct-that walking too far 
away from the light would be a Bad Idea. 


The sound of scales sliding over stone brought my attention back to 
the reason we were here. 


“There you are, my little dragons!” Deis was, thankfully, dressed; she 
wore a risque purple blouse with strange, detached sleeves that 
flared upward from where they began at her upper arm, plus a 
golden belt around her incredibly narrow waist, her hair pulled back 
into a ponytail from which it immediately exploded back to full 
volume. More significantly, she was now a snake from the waist 
down, which was why we were hearing slithering and not footsteps. 
“... and guests,” she added with a bit less ‘glee’ once she realized 
her strange teleportation trick had grabbed two more people than 
she'd intended. 


Luckily for us, Ryu’s baffled “Deis?” put her right back into a good 
mood. “Don't be frightened. This is what | really look like. Were you 
expecting me to show up naked again?” 


Ryu laughed awkwardly; to my right, a vein in Nina’s forehead began 
to pulse. Deis laughed as well. “In that form, the one | was 
imprisoned in, I’m not able to fully utilize my powers, you see.” 


“That’s too bad,” he mumbled, permanently locking off her role as a 
Master. Damn it, Ryu, you little twerp! The sound of my palm hitting 
my forehead seemed uncomfortably loud in the silence that followed. 


“Well, | like you better this way,” | piped up, hoping against hope that 
at least / could score an apprenticeship with the most capable wizard 
to walk and/or slither the planet in the last five hundred years. It was 
also absolutely true because dealing with Naked Deis would be 
unbelievably awkward... and yes, maybe | had an interest in women 
with non-human traits, don’t judge me. 


Deis laughed and covered her mouth like a demure young lady, a 
gesture whose sincerity | couldn’t begin to guess. “Why thank you!” 
she said. “At least someone here knows how to talk to a lady!” | 
ducked my head in acknowledgment, dimly aware of both Nina and 
Teepo glaring daggers at Ryu beside me. 


Garr and Gaist chose that moment to arrive... or perhaps Deis chose 
that moment to bring them in. “Good,” she said. “Now that you're all 
here, I’m afraid | must ask our guests to leave.” 


“How-” Nina began to ask, before we found ourselves standing back 
in front of the black monolith. “-do we... oh.” 


“Indeed,” | agreed. 


Rei was the first to recover from the strangeness of our 
disappearance and reappearance. “What was all that?” he asked, 
waving a hand at the black stone. 


“Deis has some sort of private realm linked to that stone,” Nina 
explained. “She brought us in by accident when she grabbed Teepo, 
and kicked us out after...” She trailed off, then stamped her foot as 
the vein in her forehead started throbbing again. “Ryuuu!” 
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Nina had mostly calmed down by the time Ryu, Teepo, Garr, and 
Gaist reappeared a few minutes later. Ryu walked with renewed 
determination, a spring in his step; every so often, his eyes would 
flicker north without conscious thought. Teepo was deep in thought, 
trailing along behind his brother while lost in his own head. Garr 
looked weary, having once again been told his God was in another 
castle. And Gaist was rubbing his chest in a way that made me think 
Deis had taken out a bit more of her frustration on him. 


“What happened in there?” Nina asked. “Did you meet God?” 


Ryu shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. 


“God is... very far away,” Garr agreed. “We will need a boat... 
Deidre, is your ship capable of crossing the Outer Sea?” 


Deidre sweat-dropped and shook her head. “I’m afraid not,” she said. 
“Trying that was how | got stranded in the first place.” 


“So much for ‘Junktown’s Foremost Tinker’,” Rei taunted. 


She gave him a light swat on the head. “Shame on you, appealing to 
a tinker’s pride like that,” Deidre scolded him. “It took a far larger and 
stronger ship than that little thing to get as far as we did, and it still 
couldn't make the trip intact.” 


“Maybe the Porter’s Guild would know more?” he suggested. 
“They're been using their boat for ages, right? They might have 
some ideas.” 


“I’m sure Beyd would be willing to help,” Momo agreed. “We should 
head back to Rhapala and ask.” 


“Right,” Ryu said. “We can get there by nightfall if we leave now.” 


Our course of action decided, we headed out of the cave... and my 
role in the plot, such as it was, came to a close. 


| tripped over the entrance as my foot continued on an inch farther 
than | expected, causing me to stumble a few steps before | righted 
myself. 


“Whew!” Deis muttered. “I must be getting old if something like this 
knocks the wind outta me!” She wiped her forehead, then 
straightened and turned to me, a smile masking her self-professed 
weariness. “Welcome back, dear!” 


“Uh... hi?” | replied. “Why am | back here?” 


Deis pouted and folded her arms. “Why, | thought you would be 
happy to spend more time with me! Or are you just a flirt?” 


“Uh...” 


“Oh, Princess!” she whined, swooning dramatically on her little 
pedestal, the back of one hand against her forehead. “Do you truly 
value me only for my mind?” 


The politeness perk likely had a hand in keeping my voice free of 
annoyance as | replied, “I did wish to learn from you, yes.” 


Deis dropped her maudlin pose and raised a hand to her chin, 
humming as though it were a difficult decision. “Okay,” she decided, 
“put only on one condition! You have to call me Ma’am.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” | paused. “Uh, | should probably tell them...” 


“Ah, yes, | should have warned them I’d be abducting you.” Well, that 
put a slightly different spin on the situation. “Well, | could use a nap, 
so why don’t you kill two birds with one spell by heading off to 
Rhapala and getting me some ground coffee for when | wake up? 
You can let the others know you'll be staying with me while you're 
there.” Deis looked at me expectantly. “Well? Hop to it!” 


“| don’t know how to get out of here,” | admitted, and then landed on 
my face outside the cave. 
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Chapter 79: Victory Lap 


Zephyrosis, Mizu, and Misty Raven-chan. 


Chapter 79: Victory Lap 


The party had still been looking for me when I'd reappeared, so 
everyone saw me blink into existence a foot off the ground and take 
a prompt pratfall. They forgot about the slapstick comedy pretty 
quickly once | explained that I’d be staying behind-we had a couple 
days left before we’d part ways in Rhapala, but that would be that. 
Maybe that was why Dinah decided to knock on my door after we 
checked into the city inn-or maybe Jaya had nagged her about it. 
Either way, | opened the door-half-expecting to find Nina checking 
that | hadn’t gone up to the roof again-and scowled when | saw 
Deidre standing there instead. 

“Hi,” she said. 

“Dinah,” | grumbled. 

She frowned at my attitude. “I’m here to apologize.” 

| didn’t say anything. 

Deidre raised an eyebrow. 

“If you’re going to apologize, then apologize,” | said. 

“That was the-fine, whatever. I’m sorry.” 


“For?” 


Her frown progressed into a scowl of her own. “For dismissing your 
complaints about what Max did,” she recited. “I still think the end 
result was good-” 


“It wasn’t your call to make, either,” | snapped. 


“But it wasn’t me who paid the price, and | shouldn't have told you 
how to feel,” Deidre finished. “So, yes, I’m sorry | told you that you 
were wrong to complain about Max not asking first.” 


| waved her into the room and sat down on the bed. There was no 
other furniture in the room, so she hovered awkwardly for a moment 
before | patted the spot next to me. 


“Did Jenn put you up to this?” | asked once she’d sat down. 


“She encouraged it,” Dinah admitted, “but | am sorry. | didn't... 
what’s the word I’m looking for? | wasn’t considerate of your feelings. 
| wouldn’t have minded in your place, and | didn’t stop to think, ‘Wait, 
Cass is a different person with different reactions.” 

“You really wouldn't have minded?” 


“| mean... | guess my power’s a little to blame for that. I’ve always 
felt a bit, what’s the word...” 


“Powerless?” | suggested. 


“Not quite. Maybe, uh, ‘rudderless’ would be a better word for it? Or 
‘adrift’?” 


“Not in control,” | said. “A spectator.” 


“Yeah, there you go. It’s not like having no one ask for my opinion 
would be a shocking change.” 


“You didn’t like your time in GUARD?” 


“No, no, GUARD was great-it was everything e/se in my life that | 
had no control over, and my power let me watch it all happen weeks 
in advance.” Dinah paused, her fingers pap-pap-pap-ing on the 
course straw-stuffed mattress. “You don’t know my trigger event, do 
you?” 


“No, | don't,” | said. “You don’t have to tell me, though.” 
| expected her to tell me anyway, but all she said was, “Thanks.” 
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We said goodbye on the way out of the inn the next morning-all 
except Nina, who remembered her promise not to say goodbye to 
me. 


“Please visit at least once, okay?” she asked quietly once the bulk of 
our farewells were done. 


“I'll try,” | promised. Then, feeling mischievous, | bobbed my 
eyebrows and sent a look at Ryu as | added, “Maybe for your 
wedding?” Her brilliant flush and sputtered denials did nothing to 
convince me | was off base. 


If this was goodbye, | had to get my teasing in while | had the 
chance. What else are sisters for? 
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It took more than six months for Ryu’s story to wrap up. I’m not sure 
why it took so long, to be honest, though I’d guess sailing across the 
ocean and trekking across the Desert of Death accounted for most of 
it. Whatever adventures they had, they had without me; given my 
luck thus far, I’d probably have spent five of those months captured, 
incapacitated, bewitched, lost in the faerie realm, or some 
combination thereof, so | probably didn’t miss much. 


Instead, | spent the whole time as Deis’ apprentice-slash-gopher- 
slash-chew-toy. The apprentice component should be obvious. | say 
| was her gopher because sending me to Rhapala to pick up 
whatever creature comfort she desired at the moment was hardly a 
one-time thing-never mind that the trip took two days each way until 
I’d fully mastered the Celerity line of spells, which cut it down to a 
matter of hours-and she even demanded | make her coffee. | don’t 
know where the coffee machine came from, how it worked without 
any apparent power source, or where it went when she wasn’t using 
it, but there it was. 


It was a blessing in disguise that Deis took my dislike of coffee as a 
personal affront; she wouldn't let me near the machine after | 
complained about having to deal with the smell, which suited me 
fine. 


The ‘chew toy’ bit, alas, was a bit more problematic. | spent a lot of 
time entertaining her with my discomfort; some of that was 
particularly harsh training, some was light bullying, and some was... 
well, problematic. She was a flirt to a level that would make Zero... 
no, nevermind, nothing could make Zero blush, but Deis was 
aggressive in a way Zero wasn't (at least around me), and found my 
flustered responses far more amusing that | did. 


In short, | put up with more than my fair share of ‘comedic’ sexual 
harassment, comforting myself that it was ‘only’ a matter of lewd 
jokes, uncomfortable flirting, and a couple ‘accidents’ where she 
teleported my clothes off (or me out of them). She never actually 
touched me, but that was about as much as could be said for her 
understanding of ‘boundaries’. | told myself I’d walk if she pushed 
farther, and was thankful it never came to that. | had my pride, but | 
also wanted the best magical education anyone was likely to get in 
this world, and | was willing to bend the former for the latter. 


The realization that a lot of the women I’d known back home (and 
maybe some of the men) might have a similar thought over the 
course of their education and/or careers made me angry at the 
world(s) in general. 


Deis did, at least, live up to her reputation as the Lady of Magic. I'd 
complained that the magic-learning-speed perk made picking up new 
spells easy and unsatisfying, and her lessons showed me why. 
Everything I’d done thus far had been by rote: | would perform the 
right actions and get a certain result. Deis taught me how and why 
those actions created that result....or rather, she did after | mastered 
the spells she was planning to string out over the course of several 
months in just over a week. If | hadn’t put all the credit for my rapid 
learning in her scaly, egotistical lap, she might have been offended 
by the ease at which | picked up the spells... at any rate, only two 
weeks into my apprenticeship, | finally began learning the ‘magical’ 
part of magic-the freedom to do more than simply recreate certain 
effects on demand. 


Creating spells was complicated. | could probably come up with 
some sort of tortured metaphor for exactly what it was | was learning, 
but it wasn't really like any learning I’d done before. It wasn’t quite 
like math or physics, though it felt like | was using the same part of 
my brain; it wasn’t like programming, though there were similarities 
in the problems | had to solve; and it definitely wasn't like playing 
music, though the distinct processes of creating a spell versus 
casting it later versus on-the-spot improvisation had some similarities 
to composing a song, performing it, and... well, on-the-spot 
improvisation. A large part of those dissimilarities were in the training 
itself: I'd never had anyone train me by forcing me to type using only 
my thumbs, or having me try to play an instrument while jumping 
rope, or making me hop in circles with my ankles tied together while 
solving integrals. 


Those are metaphors, but they’re pretty accurate-Deis had a habit of 
making my training ‘interesting’ whenever she thought my learning 
speed might be going to my head. Ostensibly, they were to make me 
stop and think carefully about each step-or to get me used to casting 
without thinking about every single step, depending on the exercise- 
but | think they were mostly for her own amusement. One of her 
favorite ‘tricks’ was cursing me and forcing me to undo it myself, 
which often involved a baleful polymorph that was pretty damn 


distressing; it might be a good way to get someone used to casting 
under pressure /f one didn’t mind traumatizing them. The fact that I’d 
more or less gotten used to it after a couple weeks was... maybe not 
a great sign. 


Or maybe it wasn’t so bad; a large part of ‘getting used to it’ was 
becoming confident that | could fix whatever she’d done to me if | put 
my mind to it. It’s a lot easier to laugh at something when you know 
it’s not permanent-and when you’re not at the other’s mercy to undo 
it. On the other hand, getting used to the sexual harassment was 
almost certainly a bad sign regardless of how it compared to my 
previous ‘Fantasy RPG’ adventure. 


As for the practical applications of my new skills, the most interesting 
one Deis taught me was for her teleportation spells. The process of 
tying spacetime into a knot was far too involved to reduce the 
seemingly simple task of ‘move object A from location X to location 
Y’ down to a single rote spell for reasons not worth going into-suffice 
to say that working out the relative velocity based on the planet’s 
rotation and orbit was only the start-so teleportation was closer to 
creating a spell from scratch than simply casting one. There were 
shortcuts you could take if you worked within certain limitations- 
which made teleporting to a specific location easier than teleporting 
to an arbitrary location, for example-but Deis warned me that | would 
likely never be able to work out arbitrary point-to-point teleportation 
off the top of my head. 


“That sounds like a challenge, Ma’am,” | said, /ike an idiot. 


“Oho?” she asked. “I think someone is getting a bit too confident. Are 
you willing to make a wager?” 


“If the stakes are low...” 


“All right. Let me think... something harmless...” Deis placed one 
finger against her cheek as she considered. “I Know! If | win, you 
have to walk to Rhapala and back to bring me fresh bread every day 


for a week. And if you win... I'll teach you how to have a wonderful 
tail like mine!” 


“Why would | want that?” | asked, trying to downplay my interest in 
her offer... for which | couldn’t help but wonder if my time in MGQ 
was to blame. 


“Oh, is it my tail in particular you’re interested in?” she asked, 
slithering a circle around me to put a coil of tail around my ankles-not 
binding, not even touching me, but threatening to tighten at any 
moment. “Wondering what it feels like to be all... tied... up?” Deis 
leaned well into my personal space, her human half on gratuitous 
display, grinning widely at the sweat running down my forehead. 


“Fine,” | muttered. “I'll accept the stupid wager. Ma’am.” Which is 
why | ended up going to Rhapala for fresh bread every day fora 
week; working out point-to-point teleportation on the fly would take 
more than a century of training and practice even with the savant-like 
talent Magical Powerhouse gave me. My respect for (and fear of) 
Deis went up a few notches once | understood how ridiculous a 
display of magical skill her teleportation ability was. 


The only reason | was able to ‘go to Rhapala’ in a day was that I’d 
gotten good enough at the Celerity spell to make the trip in a little 
under three hours each way. In hindsight, | suspect her real prize 
was not having to teach me anything for the six hours a day | gone; 
Deis was clear-once | finally admitted defeat-that the wager was for 
me to walk to and from Rhapala every day; I’d learned enough that | 
could have teleported there and back, though only to and froma 
specific spot. 


That said, the speed boost meant my ‘brisk walking pace’ hit twenty 
miles per hour, so ‘walking’ might not be the right word for it. 


Deis did teach me the transformation spell after the week was done 
anyway, which brought me to the metaphor of “hopping in circles 
with my ankles tied together’-she thought watching me struggle to 
move with a lamia tail where my legs should be was hilarious, and 


thus had me slither laps around the room while | practiced healing 
spells-on myself, because | was constantly faceplanting onto the 
hard stone cobbles. | regretted trying the spell at first, but | did get 
the hang of it eventually... which is, of course, the point she insisted 
| change back: combining wings and a serpent’s tail was not a great 
look in the current world for reasons that had slipped my mind at the 
time. 
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The herald of the End of the Story was, of course, Max, who 
announced his arrival by coughing politely into his fist. At the time, | 
was sitting cross-legged on the cobbled floor of the weird pocket 
dimension, trying to apply a particularly difficult and frustrating bit of 
magical theory while Deis watched and criticized-though exactly how 
she was able to perceive what | was doing wrong when | wasn’t 
actually casting was yet another thing | chalked up to her being 
‘really good at magic’. “No, you’re using the wrong... hey!” Deis 
twisted around to glare at him. “How did you get in here?” 


“| let myself in,” Max replied with a shrug. 

“That doesn’t explain anything! Lina, did you bring him here?” 
“| didn’t help,” | said truthfully, “but he’s here to see me.” 

“Of course he is,” Deis muttered. “Such bad timing, as well.” 


“The timing wasn’t an accident,” Max said, “and I’m actually here to 
talk to you. Ryu’s nearly reached Myria-” 


“And you want me to intervene?” she asked. 


“No, I’m here to announce my own plan to intervene.” Max glanced 
at me. “Lina, a moment, if you would?” 


“Sure,” | said, quashing my curiosity. “I'll be in Rhapala.” It was the 
easiest place to go, since Deis had used it as my target to practice 


one-to-one (and perhaps, eventually, one-to-many and many-to-one) 
teleporting. With ease borne of practice, | blinked away. 
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Max found me perched on the roof of the lighthouse, looking out over 
the Inner Sea. “Hey,” he said. 


“Hey,” | said. He must have heard something in my tone, because he 
didn’t say anything else. 


I'd put up an air ward around the roof, so there was little in the way 
of wind to drown out our half-hearted greetings or break the 
uncomfortable silence that followed. | kept looking out to sea. Max 
stood behind me, likely doing to the same. 


“Were you fucking with Teepo during his wandering years?” | asked. 
| might have been more diplomatic if I'd been in a better mood-hell, if 
I'd been in a better mood, I’d have probably taken it on faith that he 
hadn't been-but spending the last day and a half trying and failing to 
properly apply Deis’ Seventeenth Theorem had left me in a snit. 
“Was him not being able to settle down your doing?” 


“What?” he asked. “Of course not! All | did was run interference with 
Myria so she couldn't find him. He couldn’t settle down because he 
was trying to run from himself.” 


“You could have helped with that, you know.” 


Max sighed. “He refused my help, and ran off when | made an issue 
of it. | tracked him down twice, and both times he fled when he saw 
me coming.” 


| Knew how well he could sneak when he wanted to. “You let him see 
you to give him the choice of whether or not to talk to you, and you 
let him go because you didn’t want to force him to do things your 
way.” 


“In short, yes.” 


| snorted. Of all the times to take my whining to heart. “It might seem 
hypocritical of me to be unhappy about that,” | acknowledged, “but... 
well. Teepo may have refused your help, but he didn’t refuse mine... 
and | couldn't.” 


“Ah.” 

“Yeah.” | stood up and turned to face him. “Ryu gave him the help he 
needed once we'd all reunited, but... it felt awful, watching him suffer 
and not being able to help.” 


“! understand.” 


| know you do, | thought. That’s why you ‘run over’ people-because 
seeing them in pain sucks. 


“What about the monsters?” | asked. 
“Hmm?” 


“Teepo had to deal with way more monster attacks than normal, for 
some reason.” 


“Oh,” Max said. “That’s simple. Monsters are Myria’s creatures, and 
they hate dragons as much as she does.” 


“Ah.” 
“Was that what had you in such a bad mood? Teepo’s issues?” 


| shook my head. “No, that was just me lashing out. I’ve been having 
trouble with this one specific bit of magical theory and it’s pissing me 
off. Maybe I’m just too used to being able to pick up magic lessons 
easily.” 


“Maybe it’s not the magic you’re struggling with.” 


“You mean it’s the math that’s holding me up?” | asked. “I don’t think 
that’s it. | just... | guess | could feel the end coming, and was ina 
rush to learn as much as possible before whatever happens next... 
and haste makes waste.” 


“Hmm.” 


We paused to watch a flock of gulls fly past the top of the lighthouse. 
One tried to cut the corner above the roof too close and got tossed 
about by the wind making up the air ward; the unlucky bird 
squawked indignantly as it righted itself after being blown off course, 
shooting me a dirty look like it knew this was my doing. Max and | 
exchanged a glance, neither of us willing to be the one to ruin the 
mood by laughing at the funny background event. 


“What were you talking to Deis about, anyway?” | asked. 
“Ah,” he said. “I was going to offer Deis and Myria an invitation-” 


| was nodding along until he hit the second name, which had me 
whipping myself around to gape at him. “Myria?!” | repeated in 
shock. 


“You don’t approve.” 


That was an understatement to such a degree that | had to stop and 
think about it. “She reminds me of Ilias,” | realized. “Oh for fucks 
sake, that’s not accidental, is it? It’s a fucking reference! The names 
even look like they came from the same Markov generator. Oh, shit, 
and who opposes them? Deis and Alice, and they’re both lamias! For 
fuck’s sake, how did | miss that?” | let out a long, tortured groan and 
smacked my forehead with my hand. 


Max was still staring at me when | finally looked up from my 
exasperation meltdown. “What were you saying?” | asked. 


“Um... well, judging from Myria’s brief appearance at the end of the 
game, she meant well.” 


“Maybe if you ignore her Trojan War antics-” 

“Her what?” 

“You know, the, what’s-it...” | moved my hands unconsciously like | 
was physically groping for the right phrase. “The Apple of Discord 
thing in One.” 

“Oh. Yeah, | see where you're going with that.” Max sighed. 
“Honestly, the character Myria shows at the end of Three is so 
different-” 

“Except for the genocide.” 


“Except for that, yes,” he huffed. “Deis said the same thing: | was 
trusting her word too much and not looking at her actions.” 


“Are you still going to offer her a spot?” | asked. 

“| would say ‘probably not’,” Max said. “I’m still going to try to talk her 
down without a messy Final Boss Fight, and if she’s willing to listen 
to reason... well, | haven’t ruled it out entirely. Deis isn’t exactly 
unbiased.” 

“She committed genocide.” 


“She ordered genocide, yes. Garr and Gaist carried it out, and you 
don’t have a problem with them.” 


“They were lied to! They believed they were doing the right thing!” 
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure Myria didn’t?” 


“|... NO, ’'m not sure she didn't, but | don’t believe her. She certainly 
doesn’t regret it!” 


“Maybe not yet, but she might. She wouldn't be the worst repentant 
mass-murderer following me around.” 


“Zion doesn't count!” 


“| wasn’t thinking of Zion; he wasn’t mentally capable of ‘murder’ 
before he got humanized. She sti// wouldn’t be the worst mass- 
murderer on the ’chain by a long shot.” 


| flapped my mouth like a fish while | tried to find a good 
counterargument, then gave up. “Fine,” | grumbled. “It’s your 
decision, in the end. What did Deis say?” 


“About Myria?” 
“About herse/f-you know, joining.” 


He raised a hand in an understated shrug. “She was ambivalent. 
Curious, but reluctant to leave everything behind. | think she'll go if 
Myria does, but otherwise...” 


“Hmm.” 


| honestly wasn’t sure whether I’d enjoy having Deis around or not. 
On the one hand, she was charming, funny, and incredibly smart. On 
the other, she seemed to think acting like a sexual predator was 
funny... which was a rather common problem, apparently. Her 
‘attention’ was exactly the sort of shit I’d expect to see in an ecchi 
anime. If there was one silver lining to the whole experience, it was 
that I'd probably never find most examples of ‘sex comedy’ funny 
ever again, which | considered self-improvement. 


(MGQ had been awful in a different way, and not just because I’d 
only been ‘collateral damage’ for the majority of the sexual assault.) 


Of course, Deis might not join at all, which would make the question 
irrevelant. 


| turned my gaze upwards to the clear blue sky overhead, as though 
| could see the station hanging over the world. “How much time do 
we have left?” 


“About ten minutes if we want to cut it close.” 
“Which we don't.” 

“Obviously.” 

| raised an eyebrow. 


“A couple minutes, if you have anything that needs doing. Otherwise 
we might as well go now.” 


Right then. “I’ve never teleported into orbit before,” | said casually, as 
though it were something | might one day do. “Would you care to do 
the honors?” 


Max affected a deep, exaggerated blow. “But of course, my lady,” he 
said. “Your carriage has arrived.” 


And then we were there. 
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Max’s aim (and timing) was impeccable; we arrived on Station Myria 
just behind the metaphorical curtain, out of the sight of the drama 
unfolding in center stage. The three of us-because Deis was here as 
well-were on the far left side of the room opposite the entrance, with 
a Clear view of the confrontation from behind a block of unidentifiable 
electronics and some sort of notice-me-not ward that had Deis’ 
fingerprints all over it. 


The party was there, of course, though Deidre was absent for some 
reason. Ryu was in the center, flanked by Nina and Teepo on his left 
and right. Garr stood behind Ryu, Momo behind Nina, and Rei 
behind Teepo. Gaist lingered in the back, careful to observe without 
becoming part of the action. 


| scanned the room for Peco, and found him sitting behind Momo, 
biding his time. Rather than paying attention to the spectacle before 
him, he turned towards our hiding place and winked. 


Huh. 


None of the others noticed his aside; their attention was on the light 
now descending into the room. On God. 


Myria dominated the scene from the moment she took form, drifting 
down to float before the assembled mortals. She wore a flowing pink 
gown that billowed in the same invisible wind as her long, golden 
hair. A set of four large wings floated behind her, more like an old- 
fashioned halo of light than part of her body. More than anything 
else, she radiated power like a physical force, to the point it was hard 
to think of Her as anything but the God She claimed to be. 


She was that strong, yet Her voice was soft, almost too soft to hear 
from where we stood at the edge of the room. “My brave, strong 
children, who have crossed the violent ocean and the burning 
desert... |... am Myria.” 


Garr raised a fist to his mouth as he cleared his throat. “Oh great and 
mighty Goddess, we have journeyed far seeking you, that we might 
know the truth. Oh Goddess, tell us: why did the Brood have to be 
destroyed?” 


Myria shook her head sadly. “Is there anyone who wishes the 
destruction of life? | certainly do not... However, the power of the 
Brood was too great. Too great for my small, small world.” At Her 
words, an image formed behind Her. It was difficult to see, as Max 
and | were parallel to the ‘screen’, but | could clearly see the color of 
sand shining through. “As you know, this side of the world is almost 
entirely buried by sand, making it almost impossible for anything to 
survive.” The image behind Her changed, becoming vibrant and 
green. “Life has been driven nearly to extinction. | have to preserve 
what little is left.” 


“What about the Brood?” Teepo asked. “You created the Guardians 
to destroy, not preserve. Were... were we really so terrible?” 


“It saddened me greatly,” She said. “It was a terrible war, and many 
suffered, but it was the only way to rid the world of a terrible threat. 
Have you not seen how violence follows in your wake? Whether 
monsters or men, you have brought conflict across the land.” | 
shared a glance with Max, remembering what he’d said about 
Teepo’s unusual encounter rate. “That is why | had to save the rest 
of the world from the danger called the Brood.” 


Rei cleared his throat noisily. “So what you’re saying is, we should 
just sit back and let you take care of us, like we’re your babies or 
something, right?” 


The Goddess either missed the rebuke in his words, or simply chose 
to ignore it. “Exactly, Rei,” She said warmly. “If | did not hold it back 
using the Outer Sea as a shield, the desert would slowly, inevitably 
spread across the entire world. If | did not continue to create the 
machines that are repaired and used worldwide, civilization as we 
Know it would surely perish.” 


“But while we don’t have the means now,” Momo said, “Someday we 
might be able to build our own machines.” 


“Even if you succeeded in creating the machines you needed, can 
you say with certainty that you would not also build a weapon with 
which you might also destroy yourselves, Momo?” Myria asked. “In 
the past, this world was large... larger than you can imagine. Many 
people once lived here in Caer Xhan, but the people fought and 
quarreled, and the city was swallowed by the desert.” Myria clutched 
Her hands to her chest, as if in pain. “I was unable to protect them... 
| will not make the same mistake again! | will protect you and all the 
life that is left!” 


Nina stepped forward now. “I understand what you're trying to say,” 
she said, her voice barely wavering in the face of God. “We are 
weak, and maybe we do need help and protection... and the power 
of the Brood may be similar to the power that destroyed this city so 
long ago... but what are you saying we should do? Are you saying 


that Ryu and Teepo must die?” Her hands clenched at the final 
words, for all that the calm in her voice belied her feelings. 


“Of course not, my children,” Myria said. “They will be well cared for 
here, with me, far above the world.” 


“So they'll be locked up in a nice little cage,” Rei said bitterly. “I don’t 
like the fact that this is all being controlled by you-that you’re pulling 
all the strings!” He pulled out his knives, taking a fighting stance as 
he glared up at Myria. “I’m just like a little kid, see? If you tell me to 
sit still, it just makes me want to run around more, yeah?” 


Garr’s eyes flickered to the impudent Woren for a moment before he 
spoke. “Oh Goddess,” he said, lacking the reverence he had had 
before, “We have no desire to give Ryu and Teepo up to you, nor do 
we wish to see them killed.” To the shock of the others present, Garr 
drew his own weapon, taking up arms against his own God; Momo 
quickly followed suit by deploying her bazooka from her 
extradimensional storage. “Having traveled with them, | can say that 
| do not believe that the power of the Brood is as fearsome and 
dangerous as you claim it to be.” 


“I’ve heard enough, Myria,” Gaist chimed in, finally stepping forward 
as he gripped his staff with martial intent. “I don’t care about the 
truth... but | believe my own eyes over your honeyed words. The 
Brood are not the threat you claim.” 


Myria dipped her head in sorrow. “Il understand your anger, Guardian 
Gaist, and | am sorry | cannot offer solace for the pain you suffered 
at my behest... but left unchecked, the Brood would have destroyed 
the world. | cannot allow such a threat to roam free, then or now.” 


Nina shook her head. “I'm shocked that nearly the entire world is 
covered by sand, but with their... with our power, working together, 
then maybe, just maybe...” She trailed off, shooting guilty glances at 
the two Brood by her side. 


A hush fell over the room, and God looked down upon Her 
petitioners. When She spoke, it was with unmistakable finality. 
“Enough, my children,” She said soothingly, lowering Her arms to 
Her sides once more. “Il admire your bravery and courage, Rei.” At 
those words a pulse of magic flared out from the Goddess... and 
then he was gone, his image seeming to blow away like smoke. 


“Rei?!” half a dozen voices yelled. 


“There is no need to worry,” Myria reassured them. “I will erase your 
memories of this place and simply return you to where you belong, 
Momo.” Another pulse, and she was gone as well. Teepo stared at 
where his friends had been in horror, while Ryu turned back to Myria 
with actual anger on his normally smiling face. 


“My strength is admittedly small, but it is all you have to live with. Do 
you understand, Nina?” She too disappeared. 


“Thank you for bringing Ryu here, Guardian Garr. Your mission is 
now complete.” And he was gone. 


“And you, Guardian Gaist. | hope time will yet soothe the doubt in 
your heart.” And then there were none save the two dragons... anda 
small little goomba of an onion, thus far overlooked, who stepped 
forward to play his hand. 
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The party members Myria had dismissed rushed back, forming from 
the smoke they'd faded in various states of confusion. 


“What about me, Myria?” Peco called out tauntingly. “You didn’t call 
my name. Don’t you know who | am?” 


“You...” For the first time, Myria’s veneer of calm cracked. “You're 
Yggdrasil!?” 


“You won't be able to get away with this. Not while I’m around.” 


“All I’m doing is leading my children by the hand... giving them a 
world they can live in...” 


“Myria...” Yggdrasil said with the exasperation of a parent trying to 
explain to their child why something they did was wrong, “these so- 
called ‘children’ crossed the entire world to get here, and overcame 
the myriad barriers that you set before them, all for the sake of 
helping their friends find their destiny...” 


The Goddess stared at the avatar of Yggdrasil, then turned Her eyes 
to the two dragons at the heart of the conflict. “Very well,” Myria said. 
“We will let them decide. What do you want to do?” She extended a 
hand towards the pair invitingly. “If you give up your power, the world 
will continue to live under my protection, as it has until now. Your 
power, which has brought you here, is too big for the world.” Then 
She descended, falling to Her knees to beg of them, “Like the other 
Brood once did... accept your fate, Ryu... Teepo...” 


The two dragons turned to each other and began to speak in hushed 
tones, accompanied by a great deal of nodding and headshaking. 


“Do you think they might do it?” | asked Max. 


“Ryu’s not going to give up now,” he replied. Deis nodded in 
agreement. 


Back on ‘stage’, the brothers pulled apart to speak with the others 
before reconvening again. This discussion was shorter, with Ryu 
doing more of the talking. | was inclined to think Max was right. 


Finally, the two stepped forward to address the supplicant Goddess. 
The words didn’t carry. The meaning did. 


Myria wiped a tear from Her cheek. “Do you realize what it is you are 
trying to do? Do you? By making me your enemy... you realize you 
are making the whole world your enemy, don’t you?” There was only 
pain on Her face as She begged one last time, “I have faith that 


you... that the Brood are not so foolish. Come, lower your 
weapons...” 


Ryu and Teepo exchanged a glance, then drew their swords. 


Myria rose, floating into the air once more. “My poor children,” She 
cried, “your great power has driven you mad! What of those who do 
not have such power like the Brood? They cannot live without my 
protection. By not giving up your power, you threaten their very 
existence! Just as | always believed, the Brood truly are a danger, a 
threat to the world...” 


“Not true, Myria!” Yggdrasil interrupted. “It just means that Life is no 
longer content to live in the little cage you have made for it!” 


“Yggdrasil, no matter what you say, | will protect this world for the 
sake of all life on it-” 


“Myria, life in your world has been protected from the desert, and 
death, but that's not the same as living.” 


Myria shook Her head again. “Ryu, Teepo, sons of the accursed 
Brood-the time for talk has ended. If you will not change your mind... 
it grieves me to harm you, but | have no choice. For the good of the 
world, you must die.” The ground began to tremble as power built up 
around the Goddess, a weight that went beyond the physical and 
rooted me to the spot. Her skin turned pallid, then /urid, Her hair 
bleached to white. “It pains me-it grieves me, my children, that | must 
take up arms against you, against the very life | have sworn to 
protect. But you must understand, Ryu, Teepo... | can't let you... 
your power roam free in the world. To protect the lives of my other 
children | must become unto a Fury...” 


“You'll fail,” Marco said as he walked forward to stand at the edge of 
the catwalk. “You know full well the power of the Brood, Myria... and 
of Yggdrasil, and the Guardians you yourself made. What you do not 
know is the power of the friends who followed them willingly across 

the world, and the bonds they forged over that journey.” He surveyed 


the confused and surprised faces looking at him-which included 
Myria, who hadn’t sensed our arrival at all. Color had rushed back 
into Her form as his appearance distracted Her from Her sorcery. 
“You once feared the power of the Brood... you should fear it now.” 


“What would you have me do?” Myria asked, Her calm a thin veneer 
over growing anger. “I will not stand aside and allow the last bastion 
of Life to fall to ruin. To preserve life is my duty as Goddess of this 
world, and | will not abandon it so easily.” 


“To preserve life...” Marco repeated, shaking his head. “You have 
trapped the world in amber, Myria. It is preserved, yes, but not alive. 
There can be no life without growth. And if the power you fear is truly 
great enough to ruin the world...” Marco turned his head upwards, 
looking past the hull of the station to the stars beyond. “We stand on 
the border of the universe, the gateway to worlds beyond imagining. 
Do you not wish to see Life grow beyond the scraps you have 
managed to save? 


“What would | have you do? | would have you raise your children, 
Myria. Let them free of their cradle to stand on their own feet.” It was 
Marco’s turn to raise a hand, a gesture of friendship to the wayward 
Goddess. “There are more worlds than this, Goddess Myria. Set 
your children free, and yourself, as well.” 


Myria shook her head sadly. “I will not... cannot... stand aside, 
Outsider.” 


“You cannot?” he asked. “For the world’s sake, Goddess, or for 
yours? The Brood are no threat to your world, and never were; they 
may even hold the key to reversing the damage done by the Desert 
of Death. Is your pride worth ignoring that chance?” 


Something dark and ugly crossed Her face as his words. “Watch 
your tongue, interloper... | have suffered your arrogance long 
enough. The world needs its Goddess...” 


“It needs nothing of the sort, Goddess,” Marco growled, his teeth 
bared. “If you truly want the best for the life you claim to protect, let 
go of the stranglehold you’ve placed on the world. | will not ask 
again.” 


There was a long pause. 
“So be it.” He removed the odachi’s strap from his shoulder- 


“Are you so eager to step into my place, Outsider?” Myria 
demanded, Her placid features a thin veneer over her fury. “If you 
truly believe these children worthy of forging their own path, then 
prove it. Let them stand against me alone, with only the power in 
their own hands.” 


Marco hesitated, looking to Ryu. “She’s right,” he said. “This is our 
fight.” 


“We came all this way ourselves,” Teepo said. “We’re not just going 
to sit back and let someone else handle things now!” 


“Sounds to me like | was right,” Rei said. “We’ve played her games 
long enough!” 


“| don't like fighting,” Momo said, “but | won’t ask a stranger to fight in 
my place!” 


“As Crown Princess of Wyndia, it is my duty to protect the realm,” 
Nina said, “and as a friend, my duty is to help Ryu. | won’t back 
down!” 


Gaist glanced at Garr, then concluded the affirmations with a simple, 
“We will see this through, Goddess.” 


Marco lowered the ddachi to his side. “A wager, then,” he said. “For 
the fate of the world.” 


“What of you, Yggdrasil?” Myria asked, turning back to the party. 
“Will you stand aside, or continue your meddling?” 


“Am | not a part of your world, Myria?” Yggdrasil replied. “I am no 
outsider! | am the keeper of its history and the wisdom of the 
ancients, and you have not silenced me yet... Goddess of 
Destruction!” 


Myria’s mask of calm had slipped further and further throughout his 
reply, and his closing words saw Her discard it entirely. “Part of my 
world?!” She shrieked. “Then die, Yggdrasil, and free me from your 
presence once and for all!” Her flesh twisted and warped, the angelic 
image struggling to contain Her true form beneath its folds. “I am the 
one true Goddess of this world! | have watched over my children for 
centuries... and | will not be usurped by a couple of arrogant upstarts 
and an overgrown weed!!!” 


At those words, Her purple dress and innocent face split apart like an 
overripe fruit, and her true form revealed itself. The demon that faced 
Ryu and his friends was a chimeric creature; a mass of serpentine 
coils and golden hair, a woman’s head and torso stuck on the front 
more like a ship’s figurehead than a centaur’s upper body. The arms 
of that ‘body’ were a pair of massive purple-feathered wings, and 
several sets of bull-like horns thrust out from the bulk of hair behind 
her human form. Nothing but her hair covered her human traits, 
which | knew to be nothing more than decoration, the flesh primed to 
split apart to reveal gaping maws and scrabbling tentacles. Some 
sort of strange extra-dimensional space ‘bled’ into the room as it took 
form, pushing the walls away to contain the horrific pile of flesh, 
scale, horn and hair; the power I'd felt warped as well, from divine 
warmth to nails-on-chalkboard dread of that which lurked in the dark. 


Faced with the Goddess of Destruction, not one among the party 
faltered. 
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It should have been a battle for the ages. The ultimate culmination of 
everything that had happened over the past six years, cataclysmic in 
scope and intensity. 


Maybe it was, to those who fought it. From the sidelines, it was justa 
lightshow. 


Max watched stoically, his odachi back on the strap over his 
shoulder. Deis watched as well, face impassive... but her hand found 
mine, and squeezed in responses to things | couldn't follow in the 
chaos. | wasn’t cruel enough to pull away. 


We watched, and waited. 
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| don’t know who dealt the final blow, though Ryu and Teepo were 
both prime suspects. The battle had been wrapped in a hurricane at 
the time, a vortex of whirling water and dust that reduced the fight to 
muted flashes, like lightning in a storm. 


Myria’s body was launched through the wall of whirling air, black 
ichor trailing in her wake like a comet's tail. The sheer force of her 
passage was enough to dispel the storm, giving me my first look at 
the triumphant party; Ryu and Teepo were both in their high dragon 
forms, and all were injured, but none had fallen save Myria herself. 
And fall she did-when the massive, monstrous Demon God struck 
the floor, the floor lost, dropping her into the bowels of the station 
below. 


There was a moment of silence as the end of the fight sank in. The 
two Brood transformed back into human shape, and the party turned 
to regard the hole through which the dying Goddess had plunged. 


Garr spoke first. “It’s over... no, for you, it’s just the beginning. It was 
a long, hard journey, but we did the right thing, didn’t we?” 


The floor shook; lights flashed and klaxons sounded as the station’s 
systems reported critical damage. The two Guardian’s skin began to 
slow, sparkling as magic began to seep out of them. 


“Garr?” Nina asked. “Gaist?” 


Garr turned to her, a sad smile on his face. “As Guardians, our lives 
must end here, with the Goddess’s,” he explained. 


Damn it! 


Gaist chuckled. “We knew it would come to this. The only way it 
could end...” 


“Go,” Garr urged them. “From now on, you must walk on your 
own...” 


| blinked back tears as the magic animating the two Guardians 
continued to leak out into the air. Il’d bought Gaist a few months, and 
given him the chance to see the story through to the end... but 
nothing more than that. 


“Lina?” Deis said. 
“Yes?” 


“You were a wonderful apprentice.” She pecked me on the cheek, 
then began the spell to teleport off to join her sister on her descent 
through the station. Another ending. 


No. Fuck this! 


| couldn’t manage a point-to-point teleport myself, but | Knew more 
than enough to hitch a ride. It wasn’t clean-I| emerged late, 
nauseous, and suffering from tinnitus-but | did it, finding myself on a 
shattered piece of platform with the sisters as it plunged through the 
station substructure. Myria was on the other side of the platform, 
back in her human shape and weeping softly; Deis stood next to me, 
halfway through her closing speech. “... can take care of 
themselves-Lina?” she yelled. “What are you doing?” 


| had the Moon Tear in my hand. “I’m-” 


She slapped me across the face, hard, the impact tossing the Tear 
out of my hands and into the darkness we were still falling through. 


Even Deis seemed surprised that she’d done that, though she 
quickly masked it with teasing. “Aw, my poor apprentice,” she 
whined. “Upset that I’m leaving?” 


| opened my mouth to deny it, then decided not to lie and nodded 
instead. “I don’t want you to die!” | said. “Or Garr, or Gaist... even 
Myria. | hate this ending.” 


“And so you decided to change it.” 


“Of course!” Power isn’t just what you can do to others. The more 
important part is what you can do for them. Not that | could do much 
without the ’chain-backed ‘literally any injury’ magic of the Tear; | 
doubted even Deis was up to the magical feat of saving a dying God, 
or she’d have tried herself. 


“What do you Say, sister?” Deis asked, pulling me from my thoughts. 


“What does it matter?” Myria whispered. “They have killed me. My 
own children... turned against their mother...” 


Deis slumped. “That’s why | stopped you,” she said. “Her pride... 
and her ‘family’, as she thought of it... were everything to her. It 
would be a cruel mercy, saving her now.” 


“Maybe she deserves it!” | snapped. “What about you, or the 
Guardians? What about what you want?” 


“We made our choices-” 
“That just means the alternatives you saw were worse!” 


There was a long pause, every second bringing us closer to 
whatever death awaited us below. 


Deis broke the silence. “Yeah... it does.” She twiddled her fingers, 
calling the Moon Tear back from wherever it had tumbled and 
thrusting it back into my hands. “She can always throw herself out 


the airlock later. Now if you'll excuse me, I’m going to stop this 
station from tearing itself apart... starting with this platform.” 


Deidre had stayed behind in Caer Xhan to work the space elevator, 
not that any such action had been necessary in the game-it seemed 
she and | agreed when it came to not intruding on the party’s final 
approach. She was thus the first to welcome the cast of eight back to 
the old City beneath the station. 


Rei emerged first, antsy from spending so long in the claustrophobic 
corridors; Momo was next, carrying Peco in her arms to spare his 
short legs a long walk. Nina and Ryu followed sedately, propping 
each other up to fight off the exhaustion adrenaline had left in its 
wake; then came Teepo, lost in thought but smiling all the same. Last 
came the Guardians, Garr and Gaist, still looking confused at their 
revival. They stood awkwardly off to the side as though unsure they 
belonged... until Rei snuck up behind them and physically shoved 
them into the group, where Nina and Ryu had nearly fallen asleep 
standing up, and Deidre was laughing at Momo’s exuberant 
description of the orbital station. 


He couldn't actually move the pair of lumbering gargoyles, but they 
took the hint. 


“They're stronger than anyone would have believed,” Deis said, 
watching the view on one of the station’s holographic screens. 
“Makes me proud.” 

“You didn’t train any of them,” | said. 

“| was the one who guided them here.” 


“Fair enough.” 


“| don’t suppose you’re looking for a new job, oh lady of magic?” 
Marco asked from where he was lounging against a bulkhead like a 


rebel against good posture. 


“No, I’m afraid not,” Deis replied. “Il want to see those kids reach the 
stars, the way you said they could... and even if | didn’t, | have 
things to take care of here.” She looked over her shoulder at where 
Myria lay, staring off into space with her knees clutched to her chest. 
“It seems | will be her jailer, this time... at least until she sees the 
error of her ways.” 


“And that won't be soon, if she even can.” 


“She can. Yggdrasil called her the Goddess of Destruction, and she 
is... but by her actions, not her nature. She can change.” 


“Will she?” he asked. 
Deis shrugged. 
“You sure changed your tune fast,” | told Marco. 


“| did.” He ran a hand over his hair as he looked at the fallen 
Goddess. “She started a war that nearly destroyed the world 
because she needed to be the center of attention, then tried to 
destroy everyone herself for not playing along. And that’s just the 
first... episode. The Brood had nothing to do with the disaster that 
created the desert, or at least no more to do with it than anyone else; 
it was just the pretext she needed to hunt them down out of spite for 
defying her centuries earlier.” 


“You got all of that from a couple minutes of conversation?” | could 
see most of it with the benefit of hindsight, but for all Max’s claims of 
my perk’s awesomeness, I’d have needed a lot more to go on than 
that. 


Marco tapped his temple with a finger. “Social skills.” 


“| told him most of it,” Deis said. “The conversation just confirmed it. 
What’s next for you two, now?” 


He chuckled. “If this were a proper story, we’d be saying our 
goodbyes, but we'll be kicking around for another three years 
instead.” 


“| said mine already,” | said, “so going back to Wyndia now would be 
pretty awkward.” As promised, Nina had refused to say goodbye 
when Deis and | had seen them onto the elevator, so I'd definitely be 
heading back there at some point... but not to stay. 


Deis looked like the cat that ate the canary, which made me think 
she liked having me around more than she'd let on. “So no one will 
object if | Keep you?” she asked, a smirk and raised eyebrow 
suggesting plans | would definitely object to. 


“Provided you're still training me,” | said, “and not just throwing spells 
and/or making passes at me for your amusement.” 


“Should | get Zero in here?” Marco asked. “I’m sure she could help 
‘establish boundaries’.” 


“N-” | cut myself off before Lina’s pride could sabotage me again. 
“You know what? That sounds great. I’m sure Deis would love to 
meet her.” 

Deis did not like whatever she saw on my face at that moment. 
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Chapter 80: Fallout 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 80: Fallout 


For once, | woke up the morning after a Jump feeling pretty good, 
helped along by the fact that all three Friendbringers had snuck into 
my room overnight and were cuddled up against me. | spenta 
moment petting Benny like a cat before carefully slipping out from 
between them. Shower, dress, hair, makeup... a routine that was, in 
essence, not much different from the last three years other than not 
having to preen my wingfeathers. / wonder what Simmie would make 
of my wings. The Friendbringer in question was still asleep, so | 
wasn't going to find out right this moment. 


A quick check in my closet confirmed that my wardrobe from the 
Jump had come with me-mostly dresses, but the servant's blouse 
and skirt were near the end as well. My other things were 
presumably in the cardboard box with ‘Breath of Fire’ scrawled on it 
in sharpie that Management had dumped in the middle of the floor. 


Out of curiosity, | decided to open it and found another Moon Tear 
sitting on top, shining merrily in the early morning sun streaming in 
through the window. I’d known our purchases were supposed to be 
‘insured’ and thus generally protected from permanent loss or 
damage, but I’d half-expected Management to claim I’d ‘voided the 
warranty’ or something. No such ill luck; | had another Tear ready to 


go. 


As usual for Management’s... management, the box contained far 
more items than should have physically fit inside, including my 
naginata and the several dozen swords I’d accumulated during my 
tenure as a Knight. A new sword was the go-to gift among Knights to 


show esteem, congratulations, gratitude, or simple social obligation, 
which shouldn't surprise anyone from a world that followed JRPG 
tropes to a T. 


More sentimentally, the box also held the photos I’d taken at Ryu 
and Nina’s wedding, because of course I'd followed through on that. 
Pity | wouldn’t be-hadn’t been?-around for Teepo’s, assuming he and 
Deis ever made their arrangement official. As far as either of them 
had seen fit to tell me, he’d just shown up on the renamed Orbital 
Station Eden one day, and while they acted aloof to the point of 
being tsundere around each other when they knew | could see or 
hear them, it wasn’t a coincidence she’d suddenly stopped acting so 
goddamn thirsty right around that time. I’d shrugged and pretended 
not to notice Teepo never used his own bedroom. The difference in 
ages was a little suspect, but Teepo was a grown man by this point, 
and other than their strange insistence on keeping me in the dark 
about it, it seemed like a normal, healthy relationship. That ‘strange 
insistence’ clearly showed they didn’t want my opinion, anyway. 


As for the (possible) wedding, maybe it was for the best that | 
wouldn't be there. Deis was melodramatic enough to be a total 
Bridezilla, and Teepo could /iterally turn into a kaiju if sufficiently 
motivated. Yeah, | wanted no part of that. 


| didn’t actually ‘need’ to unpack, so after moving the best photo to 
my desk, | closed the box’s flaps and left it under said desk for later. | 
almost turned left to head straight down to breakfast before | 
reconsidered. Dinah and Zion were in the opposite wing of the hotel, 
but Tess had the room directly across from mine, and | was a little 
curious what had happened to her last jump. 


“Tess?” | called through the door after a few brisk knocks. “You 
awake?” 


No response. 


She is here, right? She’d been absent all Jump, but surely Max 
would have noticed if someone went missing. She was probably just 


sleeping in; if we could leave people behind by ‘accident’, Vash 
wouldn’t have been an issue. 


At least, that’s what | decided to believe until such time as | could 
confirm or falsify it. 


I'd barely turned away from the door when Dragon’s voice 
interrupted me. “She said ‘come in’,” she said. 


“Uh... okay. Is there a reason she’s going through you?” 
“She’s...” Dragon hesitated. “... distressed.” 
That didn’t sound good. 


The door was unlocked, so | opened it and stepped into a near- 
perfect mirror image of my own room, differing only in decorations. 
Tess’s room was... lively. Her desk was a complete mess of 
tinkerwork that she’d dragged up from the Workshop, papers and 
notes tacked to the wall above it with abandon. The counterpart of 
the dresser | used as a trophy shelf was covered in framed photos: 
around two dozen pictures split between Bet heroes and Starfleet 
officers. There was a massive matte painting of the Guild 
Headquarters on the largest uninterrupted stretch of wall, next toa 
smaller but still impressively sized photo of Armsmaster’s 
inauguration as Protectorate Leader; | knew | was in that one, barely 
visible behind the rest of the New York team as an awkward smudge 
of American Blue™. 


Tess herself was sitting upright on the bed in gray-and-green 
pinstripe pajamas, clutching a pillow to her chest. She was 
(presumably) in her Breath of Fire alt-form, a sheet of platinum- 
blonde hair long enough to reach her knees pooled around her; her 
eyes were bloodshot, and tears had left trails of salt down her face. 


“Hi...” she whispered. 


“Tess?” | asked, my voice just as quiet. 


The only response was a Sniffle. 

“Are you-” Stupid question. “Can | help?” 
“I... [just...” she trailed off, trembling slightly. 
“Do you want me to stay?” 


She nodded vigorously, so | kicked off my shoes and sat down cross- 
legged on the bed next to her. My first instinct was to reach out and 
offer a bit of human contact, but | had no idea what had happened, 
or if touching her would make it better or worse. 


“You can tell me as much or as little as you want,” | said. 

“|...” Tess swallowed, her voice thick with emotion. “I died...” 

Like a burst dam, she broke into sobs, burying her face in the pillow 
she was squeezing the life out of. “I died,” she sobbed. “It hurt, Cass. 


It hurt so much.” 


| went with my gut and put my hand on her shoulder, but she flinched 
away, recoiling from the contact so intensely she almost fell off the 
bed. 


“Sorry!” | yelped. 


Tess didn’t seem to hear me. “I couldn’t save them...” she said, 
words muffled by the pillow in her face. 


“Who?” 

“My friends.” 

“Oh... oh, Tess, I’m So sorry.” 

“It was so dark,” she sobbed. “It was dark, and cold, and empty. It 


was empty, Cass!” Tess jerked around to face me, bloodshot eyes 
wide in terror. “There was nothing there for them! Nothing! Just... 


darkness...” She put her head back to the pillow again and wailed 
into it in despair, the cry slowly fading into deep, heaving sobs. 


| had no idea what to do. 


“Tess... iS there anything | can do for you right now?” | asked. “If you 
like, | can call someone...” 


“No!” she mumbled. “Don’t... don’t leave, please...” 
“Okay.” 

“Don't...” 

“l’m not leaving. I’m right here.” 

I’m not sure I’m helping, but I’m here. 


| scooted over to the edge of the bed to give her space, frustrated 
that | could only offer my company as support. It didn’t feel like 
enough. 


“You know what’s sick?” she asked, once her sobbing had quieted 
enough for her to form words again. “I almost got one of the 
bastards.” 


| had no idea whether she wanted a response. 


“The others left... to kill... to kill my...” Tess let out another ragged 
sob. “... but one of them stayed. I'd managed to get my teeth into 
him before he ran me through... and when the others left...” She 
hiccuped. “I got him. | pulled him down with me, ready to tear his 
throat out... and it was him.” 


Her next sob was also a laugh. “I don’t remember if | laughed or 
cried when | realized it... | swore and cursed him until | couldn't 
speak any longer, called him a murderer and a child killer and the 
son of a whore, but | couldn’t kill him. | couldn't... | told him that, too, 
| think.” 


Another terrible, gasping laugh, hollow and empty. 


“How could | have been so blind? | knew what was coming, what 
would happen to us... | tried to warn them, but no one believed it 
could happen. Years passed, and it was easier to ignore it than to 
keep worrying about something that might never happen. | let my 
guard down. | was so Stupid...” 


Tess tipped over to lie in the fetal position around her pillow. | 
reached out again without thinking, resting my hand on her shoulder 
before realizing my mistake-but removing it got a whimper that urged 
me to return it. 


That position got uncomfortable fast, so | ended up scooting back 
towards the middle of the bed. Slowly, ever so slowly, her breathing 
slowed and evened out. 


Once | was sure she’d fallen back to sleep, | stood up and slipped 
out the door. 


It was only once | was out the door that my brain kicked into gear 
and put together the fucking puzzle. 


“Oh,” | said. “Fuck.” 


“Cass?” Max asked, confused by the fact that I’d just exited the 
wrong room-or maybe it was the swearing? It was probably the 
swearing. 


“Max?” | asked, confused by the fact that he was here at all. “What 
are you-it doesn’t matter, I’m glad you’re here. | was about to call you 


anyway.” 
“Why?” 


“Remember how we couldn’t find Tess last jump?” 


“Of course. That’s why | came to check on her.” 


“Same.” | paused, trying to find a delicate way to describe the issue. 
“I’m pretty sure Management put her back in the War.” 


“You mean she lived through the genocide?” 


“Lived through’ is probably the wrong term,” | said, then scowled at 
the fact that I'd made a joke. “Garr killed her. He told me about it!” Or 
at least, a heavily edited version. “She left an impression, but it didn’t 
even occur to me that it might be her. It was hundreds of years ago, 
right?” 


“That drawback,” Max said bitterly. “Only | could ‘take’ them, but of 
course they can add them to whoever they please. Damn it! | knew 
they’d have some sort of trick up their sleeve, but | hadn’t thought it 
would be this bad.” He turned away, still muttering, “Fuck. Fuck!” 
“Max?” 


“Fuuuck.” He sighed, shoulders slumping. “This hasn’t been a good 
decade for my decision making, it seems.” 


“Who else did you piss off?” 
“Ha. Ha.” 


“No, | mean it. Two mistakes in ten years isn’t exactly ‘total fuckup’ 
territory.” 


“I'd care a lot less if | had been the one to suffer for them,” he said 
flatly. 


“Yeah, you would.” 
“What?” 


His indignation got a humorless chuckle out of me. “I just meant you 
wouldn't also feel guilt for having harm come to someone else.” 


“That's true.” 


We stood there for a few seconds before Max cleared his throat. 
“How was she, when you left?” 


“Asleep.” 


“Right. Probably for the best.” He turned his head to show his next 
words weren't directed at me. “Dragon? | know you usually don’t look 
in on people’s rooms, but would you let me know when she wakes 
up?” 


“Certainly,” Dragon replied. “Under the circumstances, I’m sure | 
wouldn’t mind.” 


“Thanks... and thank you too, Cass.” 
“Don’t thank me,” | said. “I couldn’t help.” 


Max snorted and patted me on the shoulder. “I! doubt that,” he said. 
“Come on, let’s get breakfast.” 


The restaurant was unusually full that morning... or maybe | was just 
used to waking up and eating earlier than the main crowd. 


“Kancolle!” Zero announced to raucous laughter from the others at 
her table. “No, hold on, hear me out. Yeah, | Know, ship-girls are a 
silly genre, but listen: the thing about Kancolle is that you get to bea 
ship-and | don’t mean, like, Arpeggio-style ‘you're a ship with a 
human avatar’, | mean your human-shaped self is. A. Ship. It’s all 
metaphorical or something, | don’t know, but you’re a ship anda 
human. A battleship has access to full-sized deck guns in a human 
form factor, and carriers... actually, I’m not clear how carriers work. It 
doesn’t matter; we’re a goddamn Jumpchain crew! We’re not going 
to be held down to World War II ships when we could import a Death 
Star and use that.” 


“Do we have a Death Star?” Dinah asked. 


“Dinah, what kind of sorry excuse for a Jumpchain do you take us 
for? Of course we have a Death Star!” 


Ace crushed her dreams with a hefty dose of pessimism. “Even if 
Management let us get anywhere near that setting, and /f they let us 
bring in other ships, and /f the ships worked the way you think they 
would, Management still wouldn’t let you use the alt-form, or perk, or 
however it’d be classified anywhere you couldn’t use the ship.” 


“Or it would only work at ten percent power,” Dinah agreed. “Or... 
horsepower, or whatever.” 


“Why must you ruin my dreams?” Zero whined. 
“You dream of being a boat?” 


| took a deep breath and focused on tuning out the chatter from the 
table behind me-something I’d always struggled with, which mixed 
badly with my hefty discomfort around ‘low-context babble’ like half a 
conversation or the middle of a story. It was much easier now, with 
mental wellness and coping upgrades, but it was still something | 
had to do rather than something | just did. 


“Kind of a downer, isn’t it?” Max said, not looking particularly 
enthusiastic about his omelet. 


“Feels bad to feel bad when I’m not the one dealing with trauma,” | 
muttered, equally unimpressed with what should have been a 
delightful breakfast burrito. 


“Trauma doesn’t just affect one person. We're all connected; what 
hurts one person hurts their friends, too. Ripple effects.” 


“Yeah. And... fuck, it’s stressful, seeing Someone in pain and just 
feeling like furniture. | think the pillow offered more comfort than | 


did. | wish you'd gotten there first; you’d make a far better grief 
counselor than | would.” 


“I’m trained in it, actually,” he said. 
“I’m not surprised.” 
“Because it seems like the kind of thing I’d do?” 


| looked up at Max, really looking at him for the first time since we’d 
sat down. “Are you still thinking about what | said?” 


“Of course | am.” 

“Fuck.” 

He shrugged. “You had every right to tell me off.” 
“Doesn't mean | needed to do it like that,” | muttered. 


“It wasn’t cruel,” he said. “It might have been harsh, but sometimes 
things need to be harsh. Don’t worry about it.” 


“So it’s just water under the bridge, now?” 

“I'd hope so. Frankly, you have a lot more to forgive than | do.” 
“Let’s not keep score?” 

“Agreed.” 


| sighed, because there’s almost nothing | won’t sigh in response to. 
“Bet you’re glad you didn’t bring Myria along, huh?” 


“No kidding.” Max groaned and pushed his plate away. “Ugh, what a 
clusterfuck.” 


All | could offer was a sad, “Yeah,” as | did my best to put my under- 
practiced Mindfulness skills to use on the next bite of my burrito. 


Focus on the moment. 


Scrambled eggs, cheese, bacon, fried potatoes, a little guacamole, a 
bit of rice to fluff it up and absorb the grease and guac, too many 
subtle seasonings to quantify... it was a really good burrito. No, 
‘good’ didn’t cut it. The royal family of Wyndia ate ‘good’ food. This 
was Warehouse Food: straight-up magically delicious to the point 
that it was a wonder | could stomach ‘mortal’ food at all after tasting 
it. 


Then again, I’d functionally lived off Soylent-brand meal-replacement 
drinks without fuss for years, so maybe | just had a very low bar for 
what constituted a meal. Also, ‘Warehouse Food’ was not a phrase 
that should be associated with food of this quality. ‘Palace Food’? 
That at least had the right connotations, but Lina lived in an actual 
palace... castle... thing, and it didn’t have food this good. 


The problems weren't gone, but at least my appetite was back and | 
wasn’t stuck worrying about worrying anymore when it came time to 
think about them again. 


“Why the long faces?” Garrus asked as he sat down next to Max. 
“Remember how we couldn’t find Tess?” Max asked. 
“Yeah?” 


“Management stuck her with the End of an Era drawback. She died 
during the War.” 


Garrus’s mandibles twitched. No one for a few seconds. 


“| should have known they were going to do something nasty like 
that,” Max said. “That’s how they always do it. You get a concession, 
they take a pound of flesh. | thought forcing me to pass on the 
Dragon race was the catch, but | should have known that was too 
easy. | should have asked more questions. | fucked up.” 


“You didn’t fuck up,” Garrus said, putting one four-fingered hand on 
Max’s shoulder. Max brushed the contact off, but Garrus put his 
hand back and didn’t let go when Max tried to brush him off again. 
“Management screwed her over, and that’s not your fault.” 


“| have a responsibility to look after you-all of you, but especially the 
people who aren’t used to dealing with Management’s bullshit.” 


“You have a responsibility to look after me?” 

“You know what | mean.” Max brushed Garrus’s hand off his 
shoulder again, and Garrus let go this time. “| owe Tess an apology, 
and Management a profanity-laden rant.” 


“Can | listen?” Garrus asked. “To the latter, | mean. Maybe add some 
profanities of my own?” 


Max shrugged. “If you want.” He poked at his omelet a bit more, then 
added, “I’d appreciate the company, to be honest.” 


“You got it.” 

---X==X==X--- 

| Knocked on the door of the hotel room twice. 
“Coming!” 


The door opened a second later, and | waved awkwardly. “Hey, 
Zion-” 


“Zeke,” he corrected me. 
“Sticking with that?” 
“Yeah.” Zeke shrugged. “‘Zion’ isn’t really a name for a person.” 


“That doesn’t mean you can't use it.” 


“It does mean | don’t like it.” 


“Oh. Sure, that’s totally valid.” My brain didn’t make it back to my 
original reason for disturbing him before jumping on a new train of 
thought with, “What are you wearing?” 


“What was available.” Which was true, | had no doubt, but it was still 
odd to see him wearing jeans and a t-shirt with that picture of a white 
cat sneering at vegetables covering the front. Not as odd as it would 
be if he were back in his golden ‘avatar’ form, granted, but odd all 
the same. 


“It was this or a Three Doors Down shirt,” he added. 
“The hotel has a sense of humor.” 
“Is that what this is.” 


“A sense of irony, then,” | offered, to no response. Tough crowd. “Bit 
rude, isn’t it?” 


Zeke shrugged, so | moved on to the reason I'd disturbed him in the 
first place. 


“| didn’t see you at breakfast,” | said. 


“| ate in,” he said. “I did not want to disturb anyone with my 
presence.” 


“What?” 
“There are a lot of people who don’t want me here.” 


Ah. “Your recruitment was... well, ‘controversial’,” | began, not 
wanting to lie to him, “but cooler heads prevailed-” 


“That only shows that they’re willing to follow Max’s lead, not that 
they agree with him. | don’t wish to antagonize anyone, and staying 
out of sight seemed the best way to do that.” 


“You don’t need to hide.” 
“l’m not hiding,” Zeke said. “I’m avoiding people.” 
“That's the same thing.” 


“No it’s not. | am making no attempt to foil those who seek me out, 
such as yourself.” 


“That’s... technically correct, | guess,” | admitted. “Still, it’s not good 
to be alone all the time. I'd be happy to join you for meals up here, if 
you want company.” 


He gave me a look that was hard to interpret. It wasn’t eagerness, 
though, so | moved on. “How about a walk? We can stay away from 
people if you want, but it'd be good to get some fresh air. It'd be like 
back during the Jump.” 


Zeke shrugged again and walked back into his room without closing 
the door, which | took as an invitation to explore the third hotel room 
of the day. He hadn't even begun to customize his room; the bare 
surfaces, default furniture, and perfect cleanliness made the room 
look completely un-lived-in. The only distinguishing feature was that 
the balcony and window displayed a starfield, rather than the typical 
scenic view. 


“Seems sort of empty,” | said, comparing the starfield to my 
memories of the void outside Voyager's windows. 


“Most space is pretty empty at higher dimensions,” Zeke said as he 
put on his shoes. “Pythagorean expansion means every additional 
dimension increases the expected distance between any two 
arbitrary points of interest.” 


“Hmm?” 


“Two dimensions is A squared plus B squared. Three dimensions is 
A squared plus B squared plus C squared. Once you get up to six or 


seven, there’s a lot of space between everything.” 
“Ah.” 


Zeke tugged at his shoelaces one last time, then nodded at the door. 
| led us out and down the hall. 


“Max was here earlier,” he said. “He wanted me to come down to 
breakfast.” 


He must have been visiting Zeke while | was in with Tess. 

“You didn’t,” | said. 

“| declined, yes.” Zeke picked up the pace for a few steps to push 
open the stairwell door for me, a gesture of chivalry that had me 
struggling not to laugh. “What?” 


“Seems you picked up a few cultural norms last jump.” 


“Oh.” He looked at the door as though it had betrayed him. “Is that 
an issue?” 


“No-well, not this time.” 

“| will be careful.” 

| nodded as the door swooshed gently shut behind us. 

“Are we going anywhere specific?” Zeke asked. 

“Do you want to?” 

“No. | was just curious what you were planning.” 

“Ah,” | said. “Well, if you want to avoid running into people, we'll 


head into the park. We can just wander around; | like walking while | 
talk.” 


“That’s fine.” 
“Cool. Do you know what you're going to do over the break?” 


“| think I’m going to familiarize myself with more modern technology.” 
Zeke let me handle the stairway door this time, which let us out into 
the lobby. “Electronics were very rare in Wyndia, so | was not able to 
practice any of those skills.” 


“Going to ask for lessons?” 


“No,” he said a bit too quickly. “I have all the knowledge | need from 
Bet. | don’t need further instruction, just practice.” 


“What are you going to work on first?” 
“Cell phones.” 


“Using or building?” It was a strange question, but we lived a strange 
existence. 


“Using. It’s unlikely | would have the resources to build one and the 
infrastructure to use it, but be unable to acquire one through other 
means.” 


“True enough.” 

“After that,” Zeke continued, “I think I’ll learn more about computers. 
Word processors, drawing, and other productive applications.” The 
hotel’s main exits were large double-doors, and Zeke and | each 
took one rather than decide who would open for who. 

“What about games?” | teased. 


“Games are not productive.” 


“They're not supposed to be.” 


He shrugged. “I don’t think | would find them interesting. | have a 
near-encyclopedic knowledge of everything they seek to emulate.” 


“What about more abstract games?” 
“Unsatisfyingly arbitrary.” 


“Hmm.” | thought about the games | used to play. “There’s also 
exploration games.” 


“Exploring what?” 


“Depends on the game. Sometimes it’s just a matter of wandering 
around a strange place, trying to figure out what’s going on.” 


It was Zeke’s turn to hum in thought. “I’m not sure | see the point,” he 
said at last. “What’s ‘going on’ is that you’re exploring an artificial 
environment whose workings, history, and or current state have been 
deliberately obscured to produce a sense of wonder.” 


“Okay, you’re not gonna be a gamer. Maybe something in the games 
room would be better for you.” 


He shook his head. Right. Shy. 


“You can take the game somewhere more private if you don’t want to 
be around so many people,” | suggested. “Maybe you could get to 
know people that way-one at a time or in small groups, if you don't 
want to be in a crowd.” 


“Did Max put you up to this?” 
“No. Why?” 


“He suggested the same thing,” Zeke said. “Meeting one person ata 
time, | mean. He also suggested | invite someone over for breakfast, 
so | still have company even if I’m eating in my room.” 


“Isn't that what | offered?” 


“Yes, which is why | suspected collusion.” 


“Not collusion,” | said, “just two people reaching the same 
conclusions.” 


“He also ‘strongly suggested’ finding a reason to leave my room, 
even if | go somewhere else to be alone.” 


“AS an experienced human, | have to agree.” 

“What would | do, then?” he asked. 

“Whatever you want to do-just not in your room. You could set up a 
little workspace somewhere for your projects, or make it a place to 
do art in your free time.” 


“| believe all time here would be considered ‘free time’.” 


“Well, for the next month or so, it is,” | agreed. “I did notice you 
counted ‘drawing’ as productive.” 


“Maybe | was thinking of technical drawing.” 
“Were you?” 


Zeke sighed and stuck his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans. “No. | 
think | understood what Deanna meant about art fulfilling a 
psychological need. | wasn’t happy about having to adjust to human 
psychology, but | believe | am beginning to see the appeal, as 
strange as it is.” 


“The appeal of art, or being human?” 


“| mean the latter, but the former also applies.” He paused, then 
added, “I do wonder how it would feel if | were less... proficient.” 


“You mean if it felt more difficult?” 


“Among other things. My art lacks... imperfections.” 


“Truly, a critical flaw,” | joked. 

“That’s what | was afraid of,” Zeke grumbled. 
“Zeke.” 

“What?” 

“If that were a flaw, it would be an imperfection.” 
“Oh.” He let out a groan. “How paradoxical.” 
“Being human is like that.” 


“I’ve noticed.” Zeke spent a moment looking at the park around us. 
“On a related topic: this is nice, but | don’t understand why.” 


“As in, ‘| don’t know what | like about this’, or ‘| don’t know why | like 
those things about it’?” 


“The latter.” 

| shrugged. “That’s the realm of philosophy, as far as I’m concerned.” 
“What is beauty?” he quoted. 

“Basically.” 

“And you are content to dismiss the question on that basis?” 

“Yeah, | guess so.” | shrugged again. “I’m sure you could track down 
exactly what neuron activity creates the sensation, maybe even find 
some sort of evo-psych basis for it-but that wouldn't answer the 
question, would it?” 


“There’s a reason they call it the hard problem of consciousness.” 


That wasn’t a term | recognized. “The what?” 


“The Hard Problem of Consciousness: how does ‘stimulus’ become 
‘experience’?” Zeke pointed to the grass beside the path and asked 
me, “What is ‘green’?” 


“A neurological response to a certain wavelength of light?” | 
guessed. 


“No, the ‘neurological response’ is a set of chemical processes,” he 
explained. “Something relatively easy to measure, in fact. Green is 
the experience, sensation, qualia-however you want to identify it. 
Color isn’t a property of objects, or light-it isn’t a physical 
phenomenon at all. Green is entirely within the conscious mind.” 
“I’m with you so far.” 


“Well, the ‘Hard Problem of Consciousness’, in the most basic 
sense, asks how. How does electromagnetic radiation become 
color? How it is that something can be conscious? How does a mind- 
a physical system-create awareness? Why is consciousness 
different from non-consciousness? What is green?” 


“Do you know the answer?” | asked. 
“No.” 

“Do you think there /s an answer?” 
Zeke thought about that for a bit. 

“| don’t know,” he decided. 

“Mm.” 

We walked in silence for a short while. 


“We were talking about beauty,” Zeke said. “Are there places in the 
park that are particularly beautiful?” 


“Sure are. Want to see my favorite spot?” 


“If you don’t mind.” 
The response made me snort. “You’re not an intruder, you know.” 


Zeke started to say something, then visibly changed his mind and 
asked, “How do you decide whether or not you go into a Jump?” 


“You mean get to go in, or want to go in?” 
“Want to-I’m familiar with the selection process.” 


| gave it a bit of thought before | answered. “I haven't seen anything 
that would make me want to not go in,” | said. “I’m... sort of a tourist, 
| guess, which is... nevermind. To answer your question: | generally 
assume I'll want to go in, and only a really unpleasant place would 
change my mind.” 


“You are very fond of exploration.” 
His observation made me grin. “Maybe | am.” 


| motioned right at the next fork and took a half-step lead, since | 
knew where we were going. 


After a moment’s pause, Zeke asked, “What were you going to say, 
before? About tourism.” 


“Just something | felt bad about last Jump. | put myself into a family 
because | wanted the experience of growing up in the world, and I’m 
thinking that was... improper.” 


“Why?” 


“Several reasons. For one, | went in planning to leave, and in doing 
so, took away a member of the family.” 


“Is that not normal for your species?” he asked. “Your culture 
considers it normal for grown children to move away from their 
previous connections.” 


“It’s not normal for a child to leave the universe. We might move 
away, but we usually maintain some degree of connection. At the 
very least, there’s no weird time shenanigans involved.” 


Zeke looked unconvinced, but didn’t argue the point. 


“There’s also the simple fact that it feels like I’m taking advantage of 
people,” | continued. “I wasn’t really a child-| mean, mentally, | was 
definitely less mature than my baseline, but | was still more than the 
child | looked like. And... was | really the child Lina’s parents had 
raised up to that point after | inserted, or were they giving the care 
they thought was going to their daughter to someone else? 


“That's really the crux of the problem, in a lot of ways: I’m dropping 
into people’s lives. /nto them, like a rock falling into a pond. The 
moment | ‘insert’, the person | become is suddenly someone else, so 
where does that leave their friends and family? And that’s not even 
getting into the issue that Management is shoving my consciousness 
into someone's head without any opportunity for them to consent.” 


He nodded thoughtfully, but didn’t offer any insight-nor did | expect 
him to. 


“What were you going to say?” | asked. “Before you asked about 
going in?” 


Zeke hesitated. 


“| feel like | am an intruder,” he admitted. “Or an outsider, at least. 
Not just to the Warehouse, but to humanity as a whole.” 


“Maybe you just feel like you don’t belong because you’re not 
comfortable being human yet.” 


“Maybe.” 


Neither of us spoke for the brief remainder of the walk up to the 
Cherry Tree on the Hill. Homura was there, of course, and gave us 
one of her barely-perceptible smiles as we approached. “Have a 
good morning?” she asked. 

“Some rough edges,” | said. “Tess had a really bad Jump.” 

“She must have, to die the first day.” 


“It's worse than that,” | grumbled. “A lot worse.” | took a moment to 
run through the explanation again. 


“| had no idea,” Homura said. “Is she okay?” 

“| hope so. Max knows, so he'll be able to handle it.” 

“You trust him again?” 

“We worked our shit out.” 

Homura nodded in approval, then turned to Zeke. “What should | call 
you?” she asked. “Are you going back to being known as Zion, or 
Scion?” 

“| prefer Zeke. It’s a more human name.” 

“Zeke it is, then.” 


“Thank you.” 


She turned back to me. “Do you still want to do the next Jump 
together?” 


“Absolutely.” 


Homura hummed, then flicked her eyes towards where Zeke had 
stopped a few paces back to give us some space. Invite him, too? 


| cocked my head. You’d be okay with that? 


She shrugged. Sure, why not? 

| nodded. Go ahead. 

“Zeke?” Homura asked. 

“What?” he asked. 

“Want to join us next Jump?” 

Zeke rubbed his chin in thought. “It’s tempting,” he decided, “but | 
think my friendship with you two is sufficiently high that the 
diminishing returns imply that | would be better served by attempting 
to create new social bonds rather than expending additional effort in 
these ones, at least at the moment.” 


“| think he’s tired of hanging out with us,” | told Homura. 


She gave me a flat look. “Don’t encourage him. He thinks playing up 
his weirdness counts as developing a sense of humor.” 


“Is that what this is,” | echoed. 

Zeke sighed. “Yes, that was a deliberately robotic statement. | do 
feel like | should meet more people... assuming they want to meet 
me.” 

“You got Homura to like you, and she had one of the largest bones to 
pick out of anyone,” | told him. “I don’t think you need to worry too 
much.” 

“| tolerate him,” Homura corrected me. 


“See? You won her over in no time.” 


“lam incredibly tolerable,” Zeke mused, returning his hand to his 
chin. 


“Downright bearable,” | agreed. 


“Perfectly endurable,” Homura chimed in with her usual deadpan 
delivery. 


We were all too stoic to start giggling, but any tension that may have 
been present had shattered in the face of our unrelenting communal 
irony. 


“SO you've no interest in joining us on our next adventure?” | asked. 


He gave a half-hearted one-shoulder shrug. “I would not say ‘no 
interest’, but if there are other people who would accept me, | would 
rather come to know them sooner rather than later.” 


“| think the ones who won't will be the exceptions, if there are any at 
all. Right?” 


“Cass had a point when she used me as an example,” Homura 
agreed. “I had a lot of reasons to dislike you, and some of them were 
even your fault. If | can accept you as a member of the group, it’s 
unlikely anyone else would be more stubborn. There are other 
people here who have done something horrible, and there are more 
who would have gone on to do something horrible in their future. We 
would not get along with each other if we weren’t willing to give 
people room to improve.” 


“| will try my best,” Zeke said. 
“Want to visit the game room later, then?” | asked. 


“| meant | would try my best to improve,” he grumbled, “not that | 
would try my best to be social.” 
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Zeke excused himself soon after, having gotten more than his fill of 
social interaction for the day, which left Homura and me alone. By 
unspoken agreement, we wandered over to the edge of the hill 
facing the town. 


Homura broke the silence. 

“He’s still shy.” 

“It’s too bad he got such a bad impression of us,” | replied. 
“Hmm?” 

“That meeting.” 

“Oh.” 


We stood there for a while, looking out at the view. It was an 
invariably wonderful day; the artificial sun overhead was bright and 
warm, the air still but not stifling. The perfection of the Warehouse 
was starting to grate on me a bit; or maybe it was the 
unchangingness of it, the way | could see myself losing centuries in 
the library and come out to find everything exactly the same... more 
or less. 


“You know,” | said, “it would be easier to tell where things went if the 
buildings themselves moved, rather than just shuffling which door 
leads where. We'd be able to recognize what was what a lot easier if 
the whole exterior of the building changed.” 


“It would be easier to get lost from ground level, though,” Homura 
pointed out. 


“Oh, yeah, good point.” Maps could solve that, but maps were how 
we solved the problem we had now, so that wasn’t really a 
counterargument. “Say, | was thinking about what we were going to 
do next Jump.” 


“Hard to plan when we don’t know where we're going.” 


“Yeah, that’s true,” | admitted, “but | was thinking maybe we could 
just run off regardless.” 


“What do you mean, ‘run off’?” 


“Uh, you know, not get involved at all. Completely ignore the plot and 
go live a life somewhere for a decade.” 


Homura paused as she considered the idea. “Max has enough tricks 
that I’m not really ‘necessary’ for most settings,” she said. “I do not 
import every time, after all. Any specific idea of what you’d want to 
do?” 


“Nothing beyond ditching most of my superpowers and going inas a 
setting-standard Drop-In.” 


“| thought you didn’t like ‘Drop-In’ backgrounds.” 


“Yeah...” | let out a weary sigh. “I said they made me feel like an 
outsider, but I’m starting to think that’s a feature.” 


“How so?” 


“| realized last Jump-too /ate last Jump-that inserting into the world 
as a person with a history has... problems. | really crammed all my 
existential insecurities into a box when Worm started, and | never 
stopped to reexamine them. Was Lina still ‘Lina’ after | got into her 
head, or had | replaced someone’s daughter with a lookalike?” 


“That’s not how it works,” Homura said. “It’s a merger, not one 
person replacing the other.” 


“It’s not exactly symmetrical, is it?” 
“Hmm?” 


“Like, | wasn’t half myself and half Lina. Aside from some youthful 
foolishness, | was still very much myself.” 


“Typically, your ‘new’ personality is close to your old one for exactly 
that reason,” she said. “Perhaps you were half yourself and half Lina, 
and there simply wasn’t much difference between the two.” 


“That's not comforting.” 


“The alternative would be even more concerning.” 


“You mean if | was significantly changed by the new identity?” | 
asked. “You’re probably right, but I’m still not comfortable with the 
way things work. Even if the personalities match up, shoving a ton of 
experience into someone is going to change them, permanently. 
They might as well be a different person at that point.” 


“Who’s the victim?” 
“Whoever gets clobbered by the import?” 


“But they aren’t harmed. Lina is fine, because you are Lina, and you 
are fine.” 


“And her friends and family?” | asked. “Whoever Lina was had been 
replaced-” 


“It's more of a merge,” she repeated. “When you interacted with 
Lina’s parents, did you think of them as ‘Lina’s parents’, or ‘my 
parents’?” 


“My parents,” | admitted. 
“And was your relationship faked, or real?” 


“| don’t know! | thought of them as Mother and Father, but there’s still 
two other people in those positions as well. My parents from home, 
and from Bet.” 


“But your reactions were real, correct?” Homura asked. “You did see 
them as your parents, and acted accordingly. Does that not 
constitute a ‘real’ relationship?” 


“| guess? But what about when the Jump ends? | know it’s not like 
kids don't leave the nest, but the moment | imported, Lina was bound 
to leave.” 


She sighed. “That’s one reason | like the sort of family we had in 
Worm. People who exist mostly in the background don’t leave 
dangling attachments.” 


“Yeah, that occurred to me while | was angsting about all this.” 


Homura gave me a few seconds to continue before asking, “Drop- 
In... what else?” 


“Hmm? I’m not sure. We drop in and just, | don’t Know, ditch all the 
extra powers and get the hell away from the plot? Live out a coffee 
shop AU or something silly like that.” | shrugged. “The specifics don’t 
really matter. | went into Worm wanting to get involved, and | fucked 
up badly. | went into Breath of Fire planning to avoid getting involved, 
and got drawn in anyway. | want to actually get away from the 
‘action’, this time.” 


“Why?” 

“Because | keep finding myself feeling extremely... self-conscious, | 
guess, about how | end up in the world, and what | do once I’m 
there. I’m tired of asking myself why I’m saying and doing things- 
whether it’s for the sake of the people, or the story, or just my own 


desires. | think a Jump without any of that ‘baggage’ would do me 
good.” 


“Isn’t that what you did in Trek?” 

“In theory, yes, but that was still an ‘adventure’.” 
Homura considered that for a moment. 

“Well, | don’t see why not,” she said. 

“Great,” | said. “Uh... you won’t get bored?” 


“Why would | be bored?” 


“| was thinking about your comment at the end of the vacation, about 
how you didn’t want a full decade of ‘time off’.” 


“Ah.” Homura paused. “No, | wouldn't mind.” 


“| don’t want you to ‘not mind’,” | insisted. “If you want to do 
something more involved-” 


“That’s not what | meant,” she said. “I have no complaints, and would 
be happy to join you on your non-adventure.” 


“Then I’m happy to have you.” | paused. “You know, I’m a little 
surprised you invited Zeke along. Unless you just want to keep him 
where you can see him, | guess...” 


“I’m not worried about what he’s going to do, or unwilling to let him 
out of my sight. | merely thought he might want to stick with people 
he knows. He is undoubtedly the least adventurous person on the 

chain.” 


“And maybe a friend?” 
“| wouldn't go that far.” 


| rolled my eyes and nudged her with my elbow. “Well, maybe you 
could try to loosen up a bit next Jump, while we're at it.” 


“Loosen up’?” 


“You'll be going back someday, right? You’re gonna find the solutions 
you’re looking for, go back and save the girl, and live happily ever 
after, so help anything that gets in your way. And when you do, do 
you really want to have had no practice at friendship for a thousand 
years?” 


Homura glowered at me. “I do not need advice on how to live.” 


“Okay, okay.” | raised my hands up in surrender. “Sorry. | shouldn’t 
have said that.” 


“It’s fine.” She turned back to the town. “Obnoxious, but not 
offensive.” 


“Right.” 


| hesitated. It clearly wasn’t fine or she wouldn’t be giving me the 
cold shoulder. 


“You don’t have to come with me,” | said. “You’re right. | shouldn't be 
telling you how to live-” 


“| want to come,” Homura interrupted. “I am not inconveniencing 
myself for your benefit, Cass. | like your idea.” 


“Well, there’s no pressure to change or anything. Just do what you're 
comfortable with.” 


“| don’t need your permission for that.” 
“| know! Sorry, | didn’t mean-” 

“That was a joke.” 

“Oh.” 
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Chapter 81: Live Action Roleplay 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 81: Live Action Roleplay 


“How'd it go?” Zero asked me over breakfast the following morning. 
I'd stopped by Zeke’s room to ask if he wanted company, but he had 
declined. Instead, I’d been eating breakfast with Homura at one of 
the long tables when Zero plopped herself down next to me and dug 
into her own meal. 


“How'd what go?” | asked once my mouth was no longer full. 


Zero still didn’t have that problem. “Your whole ‘tell all 
extravaganza’,” she said around a mouthful of fried potatoes. “You 
were gonna come clean to everyone before you left, right?” 


“Oh, yeah. Well, | did.” 
“How’d you do it?” 


“| couldn’t explain everything,” | said. “I didn’t want to go into ‘video 
games’ and ‘fan fiction’, so | had to abridge a lot.” 


“Fan fiction?” 


| motioned at the Warehouse. “This whole thing just reeks of Self- 
Insert Fan Fiction with an excessive helping of wish fulfillment on 
top.” 


“The lowest of low-brow literature.” Zero stuffed another piece of 
bacon in her mouth. “A hell of a lot better than the ‘professional’ 
version of my life, s’far as I’m concerned. So what'd you say?” 


“My ‘short version’ was... well, I'd seen their futures from beyond 
their reality, and decided | wanted to intervene, so | asked another 
being | rely on but don’t fully trust-” 


“Max?” 
“Management,” | said. “Max and | are cool.” 
“Awesome. Sorry, you were saying?” 


“Uh... right, | asked them to put me into the world, and they changed 
things so that Nina wasn't her parents first child, so I'd have a body 
to inhabit once | got there. | expected that to be a deal-breaker, but 
they took it completely in stride!” 


“Did you want them to freak out?” she asked. 


“No, but | kind of expected it. Maybe | shouldn’t have; Ryu doesn’t 
have a grudge-bearing bone in his body, and Teepo already knew 
something was up. Rei was probably the one who reacted worst, and 
all he did was look askance at me while | fumbled my way through 
the explanation. Garr thought it was funny... which, okay, | guess 
realizing you had a theological debate with the sort of being who 
looks down on your God like that God does you might be pretty 
amusing in hindsight, but he could’ve taken it more seriously! And 
Nina...” 


Nina laughed and hugged me. “I was right... our family did have a 
God looking out for us. No wonder you were so unhappy with Myria!” 


“That’s it?” | asked. “You don’t care that | just... put myself into place 
as the sister you wouldn't have had?” 


“You gave me a sister | love,” she said. “You improved my life... all of 
our lives. Why would | blame you for that?” 


“... thanked me,” | concluded, sounding as confused as I'd felt at the 
time. 


Zero elbowed me. “Sounds like things went better than ‘pretty well’, 
then.” 


“| guess they did-oh, hi, Tess.” 


“Good morning, Cass. Homura, Zero.” Tess-back in the form she’d 
had in Trek-set her tray down next to Homura’s, across from Zero. 


“Mornin’,” Zero said. 

“Good morning, Tess,” Homura said. “I hope you are feeling better.” 
“Some,” she said. “I spent most of yesterday crying into Iris’s lap.” 
“Iris?” | asked. 

“Hoss’s wife,” Zero reminded me. 

“Oh, right. | don’t think we’ve ever been introduced. What’s she like?” 
“No nonsense military jarhead,” Tess said without hesitation. “But 
she knows what it’s like to lose people, and that’s the kind of person 


| needed to talk to right then.” 


“This isn’t the first time we’ve lost people,” | noted, then cringed at 
my own insensitivity. 


Tess didn’t call me out on it. “Aye,” she agreed, “but not like this.” 
“Mim.” 


| had no idea what ‘like this’ meant for Iris, and | didn’t think it would 
be appropriate to ask. 


“I’m glad that she was able to help,” Homura offered, to general 
murmuring of assent. 


“That's a hell of a thing to live through,” Zero said. 


“| don’t think ‘live through’ is quite the right way to describe it,” Tess 
said, unknowingly echoing my quip from the previous day. “That’s 
what’s so hard about it.” 


“Hey, what about whatever Deanna did to Dinah’s memories back 
when-” 


“| don’t want to forget,” Tess all-but snapped. 


No one had a good segue from that, so we spent the next minute in 
silence. Even Zero held her tongue. 


Having brought the conversation to a halt, Tess took it upon herself 
to start it anew. “I apologize,” she said. “It’s one thing to detach 
oneself from memories of violence and terror, Zero, but it’s quite 
another to do so with grief.” 


“Nah, | get it. Bad idea.” 


“Speaking of grief, there’s going to be a wake tomorrow,” she 
continued, putting on her best ‘brave face’ smile. “Would you like to 
come?” 


“| thought those were only for the people who died,” | said. 


“I’m the only one who died last Jump, and | have no intention of 
drinking myself into a stupor alone.” The smile cracked. “More 
seriously... it’s for everyone else.” 


Oh. 


“Of course we'll come,” Homura said. Zero and | nodded as well, and 
the date was set. 


=--XS=X==X-=<- 


Kara found me in the games room later that day, where | was sorting 
through Magic cards to find a new idea for a deck. “Didn’t see you at 
the LARP,” was what passed for a greeting from her. 


| glanced up from the piles of cards to see her hovering by the door. 
“I’ve had a lot going on.” 


“Like what?” 

“Fallout from last Jump,” | grumbled. “You hear about Tess?” 

“No. Why?” 

“It's bad. Was bad? Whatever. | wasn’t really involved in any of it, but 
it was distracting, to say the least.” And hadn't left me in any mood 


for make-believe fun times. “What’s the game this time, anyway?” 


“It's another take on that court intrigue game you liked so much. 
S’why | was surprised you didn’t show.” 


“Ah. Well, | could come in late again, but... heh, nevermind.” 
“What?” 

“| was gonna say something about having actually been involved ina 
court of nobles last Jump, but it’s apples and oranges. Might as well 


compare real police work to Mafia.” 


Kara grunted and walked over to my table. “Speaking of last jump, 
rumor is you popped Max in the face.” 


“Yeah?” 

“You did? Nice. Wish | had the balls to do that.” 

“Why?” 

“Cause he’s a prick.” Kara propped her hip against the table hard 
enough to knock one of the piles of cards over; the cross look | gave 


her only served to amuse her. “What happened?” 


“You mean ‘Why did you punch him in the face?’ or ‘What happened 
after you punched him in the face?” 


“Afterward-I heard the ‘why’ already. How’d he react?” 


“He asked why | punched him, | yelled the reasons at him for a while, 
and then he left.” | tidied up the pile of cards she’d disturbed, then 
asked, “What do you mean, ‘He’s a prick’?” 


“| think that’s self-explanatory, considering he pissed you off enough 
to punch him.” She huffed and folded her arms. “Little kitten like you 


has to be pretty frakking mad to hit someone who can kill you with a 
thought.” 


“He’s not going to kill me for losing my temper.” 
“Well, maybe not you.” 
“What do you mean, ‘not me’?” 


Kara gave me an are-you-stupid look. “You're a guest. ma 
stowaway. You saw how he deals with those.” 


“That was a pretty extreme case-” 

“’m not gonna bet my life on that. He wanted you here; I’m only here 
because he wasn’t quite that trigger happy four hundred years ago. 
Would you still have punched him if you were in my position?” 


“It wasn’t a calculated decision!” 


She smirked. “That just proves my point about you being right 
frakking mad, doesn’t it?” 


“You don’t stay dead, though.” 
“Not if | can help it, | don’t.” 
“What's the deal with that, anyway?” 


“None of your business.” 


| rolled my eyes and turned back to the cards-mostly. | kept Kara in 
my peripheral vision as | grumbled, “Fine. You still haven’t answered 
my question about why you’re so pissed at him beyond whatever it 
was he did I-don’t-even-know-how-long-ago.” 


“He’s a manipulative frakker,” she said. “I’ve never caught him ina 
lie, but he’s such a slick frak that that doesn’t mean much-and lies of 
omission are absolutely his style.” 


“He hid something from you?” The response was a look that said 
‘obviously’. “What was it?” 


“None of your godsdamned business!” 

“What's he hiding from me, then?” 

She laughed at me. “You think I’m gonna risk going behind his back 
like that? You’re tolerable company, Doc, but I’m not gonna stick my 


neck out for you.” 


“Careful, Thrace,” | shot back. “Keep talking like that and I'll start 
thinking we’re casual acquaintances.” 


Kara snorted and shifted her weight to her other foot, jostling my 
workspace again. “You're a lot less awkward when you're irritable. Or 
do | not impress you anymore?” 


| sighed and turned to face her again. 


Well, Cass, here she is. Kara ‘Starbuck’ Thrace, in the flesh, giving 
you her undivided attention. What do you think of that? 


It was pretty ‘frakking’ cool is what it was. But unlike our first 
meeting, | didn’t feel overawed. 


“No, I’m still impressed,” | said after a moment’s thought. “I just feel 
like I’m starting to fit in, you Know? Seeing people as peers rather 
than celebrities.” 


“Don’t get cocky, kid, or you'll find yourself floating home.” 


“Star Wars? Really?” | shot a pointed glare at where she was still 
leaning against the table. “Whatever. If you’re not willing to share 
specifics, all you’re telling me is that you and Max don't get along, 
which isn’t news. Now stop disturbing my cards.” 


“I’m telling you to ask questions.” She shifted again, though this time 
might have been actual nervousness rather than her being annoying- 
she also glanced towards the door like she was worried about being 

overheard. “Frak, all right, fine. Did you Know we have ‘hidden’ perks 
that don’t show up on our character sheets?” 


“What, like Innates?” 


“Yeah.” Kara gave me a searching look. “How’d you find out about 
those?” 


“Max,” | deadpanned. 
“Really? When? Why?” 


“Last Jump, we were arguing about social perks, and he pointed out 
that | had one | hadn’t even known about.” 


“And he wanted to make a point that you shouldn’t throw stones in 
glass houses?” she asked. “Frak that! You should absolutely be 
suspicious of that shit. None of us should be comfortable with how 
easily he can play us. Case in point: the only reason he told you 
about your hidden features was to manipulate you into forgetting 
about why you were frakking suspicious of him in the first place. It 
took him how long to fill you in on that little detail? How long do you 
think he’d have waited if it hadn’t come up?” 


“If it didn’t come up, why would he need to mention it?” 


“Wrong question. Why didn’t he mention it?” 


“Maybe he didn’t think it was important,” | said. “I mean, it’s not like it 
just ‘appeared’, right? If it’s supposed to be innate, then nothing 
about me has changed, it’s just now written down somewhere. 
Besides, | told him | didn’t want to Know anything about the ‘future’ | 
would have had, and that covers pretty much everything from the 
document.” 


“And the fact that you’re suspicious of social perks had nothing to do 
with him not mentioning that little detail, hmm?” 


“| mean... maybe he thought | wouldn’t want to know?” 


Kara adopted a smug grin at my ‘admission’. “Or that you shouldn't 
know. That’s how he operates-he thinks he has the right to decide 
what people know and what they don’t. You might want to look up 
the exact text of your perks just in case, ‘cause | wouldn’t count on 
him to have told you everything. Eyes open, Doc.” She punctuated 
her closing statement with the not-quite-appropriate ‘I’m watching 
you’ gesture of pointing to her own eyes and then at me, then rattled 
my table one last time as she straightened and wandered off. 


| waited until she was gone before | groaned and rested and my 
head in my hands. Goddamn it. Just when | thought things were 
getting back to normal. Kara was, clearly, one of the least ‘favorably 
biased’ sources on Max around, and she hadn’t told me anything | 
hadn't considered before I'd decided to forgive and move on. She'd 
still managed to prod me right in the paranoia. 


Was | going to take her advice? Probably not; looking over my 
shoulder the way she’d told me to would get old fast. Besides, Kara 
obviously wasn't suffering from an overabundance of charitable 
feelings towards Max, now or ever, so how much did | really have to 
worry about? 


Fuck it. If lm wrong, I’m wrong, but I’m not going to ruin the 
happiness I’ve found here second-guessing myself again. 


---X==X==X--- 


Speaking of paranoia: once | got bored of my puzzle, | decided to 
see about joining the LARP game. 


“Hey, Dragon?” | called as | left the games room. 
“How can | help you, Cass?” 

“Is Hoss busy?” 

“One moment.” 


There was exactly one moment’s pause before Hoss’s voice 
sounded in her place. “Cass? What can | do for you?” 


“Hey, Hoss. You’re running the intrigue game again?” 


“Hmm? Oh, no, Erin’s doing it this time. She totally redesigned the 
whole thing.” 


“Ah,” | said. “So if | want to join after missing yesterday’s session...” 
“You'd want to talk to her, yeah.” 

“Right, l’ll do that. Sorry to disturb you.” 

“No problem. See you tomorrow night!” 


There was no sound effect to indicate the end of the ‘call’, but with 
context | didn’t really need one. 


“Shall | put you through to Erin?” Dragon asked. 
“Yes, please.” 

Getting ahold of Erin took a bit longer than Hoss. 
“Hey, Cass.” She sounded a bit out of breath. 


“Did | catch you at a bad time?” 


“No, not at all. Just finished my run. What’s up?” 
“| heard you were the person to talk to-” 

| was cut off by a distant blood-curdling roar. 
“What the hell was that?” | yelped. 


“What | was running from,” Erin said, completely unconcerned. 
“What can | help you with?” 


“Uh.” Right, | called for a reason. “| heard you were the person to talk 
to about joining this season’s LARP game late?” 


“Oh, you’re in? Awesome. Meet me in the lounge and we can get 
your family line set up and go over the rules.” 


“When?” 
“Now?” 


“Uh, sure. I’m almost there anyway.” | had a feeling the most 
commonly used buildings were weighted more heavily towards the 
heart of town, because the games room had never not opened onto 
the big square by the hotel. Then again, | didn’t have a particularly 
large sample size, so it could be pure chance. 


Erin was already waiting for me in the lounge, sitting on one of the 
couches as clean and rested as if she’d had hours to prepare-a trick 
my various magical abilities couldn’t quite replicate, and one | might 
be a teeny bit envious of. She’d brought a cardboard box, as well as 
a two-and-a-half-inch three-ring binder that | hoped held al/ of our 
character sheets and not just mine. 


“Hey, Cass!” 


“Hey, Erin,” | replied as | dropped onto the sofa opposite her. “Heard 
you ‘redesigned’ the whole game.” 


“Yeah. The way Hoss had things set up, pretty much the only ‘action’ 
people could take was deciding who to assassinate that round.” 


“Or who to protect.” 


“Yeah, or who to anti-assassinate. Pretty limited. | wanted to make 
something more interactive.” She flipped open the binder and pulled 
out a stack of papers. “These are character sheets. You're still 
playing a family as much as an individual-you LARP the current head 
of the family, but we’re probably going to get through a generation or 
two in this break alone.” 


| didn’t have a chance to examine the sheets beyond noting they 
were printed front and back before she’d pulled out another piece of 
paper and unfolded it into a map larger than a Risk board-and with 
more than a passing resemblance to one. No, scratch that; between 
the hexes and resource symbols, it looked more like Settlers of 
Catan. 


“This is the feudal kingdom we're playing in,” Erin explained. “Every 
noble family rules a certain amount of land and the resources on it. 
Every round-which is four years of ‘in-game’ time-the GM draws 
random event cards, which show what sort of crazy stuff happened 
over the previous four years. Then you get to set up trade deals with 
other nobles, which might change based on events and your 
Opportunities, and then you get to spend resources to score points. 
The catch is that when you score points, everyone who’s married 
into your family also scores points based on how closely tied 
together your families are-they’re not taking points out of your 
pocket, but you are helping them score against you.” 


“SO marriage alliances are a big thing. Marrying into a family that’s 
doing well gets you points for nothing.” 


“And you have an incentive to be a little more generous with families 
you’re more closely tied to than you might otherwise be. 
Disincentivizes spite-blockading the winning players like you see in 
some trading games. Have you played Settlers of Catan?” 


“Yeah,” | said. “| know what you mean. Scoring sounds complicated, 
though.” 


“Maybe by most tabletop standards, but | can do it in my head.” 
“What sort of math can’t you do in your head?” 

Erin laughed. “Yeah, that’s fair, but as long as it’s my problem, it 
doesn’t matter how complicated it is. The rules themselves are 
almost elegant in their brevity; Mordin managed to fit them all on 
nine pages, and five of those are just errata for edge cases.” 


“Devoting more than half the rulebook to edge-case resolution 
doesn’t sound ‘elegant in its brevity’.” 


“Depends how thick the rulebook is!” she countered. 
“Yeah, | guess. Mordin helped with all this?” 


“Yeah. If you want something designed, you go to him. Doesn't 
matter if it’s a game or a starship.” 


“What about the world?” 
“Oh, that was me.” Erin smiled. “Ready to hear about it?” 
“Absolutely.” 


“Right. Well, first off, it's a very low-magic setting, and what little 
magic there is tends to come at a hefty price-” 


“So it’s Westeros.” 
She pouted at me. 
“Sorry. Go on.” 


“The kingdom’s name is Soldun-‘Land of Sunset’ in the old tongue.” 


“Soldun,” | repeated. “That’s just ‘Sundown’ slightly distorted.” 
“It's more fun if you can actually recognize the etymology.” 
“Totally not a lack of imagination.” 

“| can just refuse to let you play,” Erin warned me. 

“Sorry. You know I’m just teasing you, right?” 

“Yeah, and I’m teasing back.” 

“Good, we’re on the same page. So, the kingdom of Sundown...” 


“Soldun. Culturally, it's a pretty generic Englandish monarchy, with 
some Greco-Norse elements just for flavor. Soldun’s been united for 
a long time-five or six hundred years-but eighty years ago, the King 
died without an heir, and a huge war broke out over succession. 
Total chaos; think less ‘War of the Roses’ and more ‘Sengoku Jidai’, 
though it didn’t last that long.” 


“You're saying it was a total free-for-all.” 


“Yeah. Enough time has passed that grudges are starting to blow 
over, but not so much that the country’s properly united again.” 


“Oh, that reminds me.” | pointed at the map. “Are the hexes just for 
resource tracking, or can they change hands?” 


“Fiefdoms can change hands depending on how inheritance shakes 
out, and you can even barter border regions with other players if you 
think it’s in your best interests, but this isn’t a game about conquest.” 


Erin cleared her throat, then launched back into her summary of 
Soldun. “The planet has two moons, Amu and Monin, in an orbital 
resonance that lines them up at regular intervals. Before the war, it 
was tradition for every noble family to gather at the palace for a big 
celebration every Twinshine-the holy day when both moons are full, 


which happens once every four years-and the winning house 
brought that tradition back to try to unify the country.” 


“And each ‘session’ is one of those parties?” 


“Well, sort of. We’re aiming for two per night, with a half-hour 
intermission between them. Since Twinshine comes every four 
years, we should be able to get through about a century over the 
break. It’s assumed that you spend the skipped-over time doing the 
administrative work to facilitate the decisions you make during actual 
gameplay. Oh, and it’s considered totally fair to talk to people about 
the game between sessions or during intermission as long as you do 
it in character; assume you’re sending letters or something.” 


“Cool. So how do the resources work?” 


“There are eight resources.” She pointed to icons on the map as she 
listed them off. “Food, Cloth, Metal, Lumber, Stone, Gold, and Furs, 
plus money.” 


“Money and gold are different?” 

“Taxes versus physical mineral wealth.” 

| nodded. 

“So, eight resources. There are two ways to spend them-” 
“Hold on-how do you get resources?” 


“From controlling and working the land,” Erin said. “It’s a fluid 
economy, so you're working with ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ rather than 
banking quantities.” 


“So we can’t hold resources over from turn to turn.” 


“No, no stockpiling-things like granaries are for dealing with events. 
Mostly, it’s use it or lose it.” 


“Are there tokens or cards for them?” | asked. “The resources, | 
mean.” 


“No, there aren’t. You keep track of your resources on the character 
sheet. Again, you’re worried about production and consumption, not 
individual units.” 


“Okay.” 


“There are two ways to spend resources,” Erin said. “First, you can 
always convert excess resources to points, but each time you cash 
in the same resource, the ratio gets worse. It starts at 2:1, then 3:1, 
4:1, et cetera. The exception is Furs, which are always 2:1, but are 
less useful to the second way of scoring: Opportunities.” 


“Sorry, question: when you say ‘each time you cash in’, do you mean 
‘in a turn’, or ‘ever’?” 


“In a turn. You'll want to set up trade agreements to balance out your 
resource income.” 


“Okay.” Yet another moving part. “You were going to explain, um, 
Opportunities?” 


“Opportunities. Before the start of the turn, every player draws from 
their Opportunity Deck, which represents your citizens coming to you 
with appeals for civic funding. You can’t just order people to build a 
new sawmill-you need some peasant to volunteer to build it with your 
money.” 


She pulled another deck out of the box and showed me its cards, 
which included building projects like the aforementioned sawmills, 
windmills, granaries, mine shafts, and so on, as well as a few other 
odd ‘jobs’, each with a resource cost at the top and point value at the 
bottom. Most of them offered points over time in addition to a single 
lump sum, though a few-like the castle and tournament-produced a 
single, massive payout instead. 


“You can’t actually build these until the end of the turn,” Erin 
explained, “but you draw them early so you know what your options 
are going to be before you start politicking.” 


“How much are each of the resources worth, relatively speaking?” 


“They're balanced so that one unit of any resource is roughly equal 
to any other, though different resources may be more or less 
important to you depending on your Opportunities and strategy. A 
one-to-one deal should be fair in most cases. The economic game is 
mostly background, though; the real metagame is based around 
marriages-” 
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“This already seems pretty complicated,” | said, squinting at the 
jumble of text and symbols on the sawmill card. 

“It’s a lot simpler than it looks.” 


“Nothing is as simple as it looks.” 


“Trust me, it’s not that bad when you’re actually playing.” Erin 
gathered up the cards and returned them to their place in the box 
before continuing her explanation. “So, after all the cards have been 
drawn, you get a few minutes to look over what you have and what 


you want. Then comes the actual role-playing. You get to mingle with 
all the NPCs-oh, | forgot to mention, | spent the last few months 
building holo-emitters into the set.” 


“For NPCs?” | asked. “Wow, you really went all out on this. It'll be like 
having a holodeck to ourselves.” 


“| didn’t do that much,” she protested. “The set can’t do even half the 
things a proper holodeck can, but most of what’s missing is stuff we 
don’t need anyway, like DES systems or CPFs.” 


“Because we have a proper set.” 


“Basically. We have an area with the right dimensions, and even all 
the right set dressing, So we don’t need any of the high-tech smoke 
and mirrors that let you fit large scenes into small rooms.” 


“Why do we only have one holodeck, anyway?” | asked. “I’m pretty 
sure | could build a new one myself.” 


“Because it’s too easy. Having only one holodeck means that if 
people want to do something with any frequency, they’re encouraged 
to set up their own space. That’s why we have places like the 
Gardens, or the Combat Training Room, or the Racetrack.” 


“Because someone wanted a place to meditate or drill or drive 
without booking the holodeck.” 


“Yup. We could have enough holodecks to create and dismiss those 
sorts of areas on demand, but they wouldn’t have any permanence 
to them, and we get little enough of that as it is.” Erin shot me a sly 
grin as she added, “Besides, holodecks are more complicated than 
just setting up holoemitters.” 


“| know. | studied them at the academy.” 


“Elective?” 


“Part of the Starship Design major, actually,” | said. “Holodecks were 
a unit in Introduction to Inertial Systems.” 


“Inertic cells.” 


“Yeah. The systems that let the holodeck move users and their 
immediate surroundings as a ‘frame’ to keep them from walking into 
the walls are just small, specialized versions of the inertial 
dampeners that keep the interior of the ship feeling like it’s 
stationary.” 


“Dynamic Expansive Simulation,” Erin summarized. “Not the hardest 
feature to implement, but a lot harder than not adding it. Now, 
speaking of features: let’s get back to the game, shall we?” 


“Sure. You were talking about mingling.” 


“Right. There will be a whole slew of holographic extras to fill out the 
room, drawn from the NPCs on player’s family trees. They might 
have some juicy gossip for you if you know how to ask, but they’re 
mostly for flavor. As | said, the metagame is all about forging family 
ties to whichever houses are doing well at the moment, or that you 
expect to do well in the near future. Of course, that’s dependent on 
how many children the various branches of your house have. The 
process there is a little complicated, but | handle that between 
‘rounds’, so you don’t have to worry about it.” 


Given what Erin had dismissed as ‘simple’, anything she judged to 
be ‘a little complicated’ was bound to be a Byzantine nightmare. 
“How does inheritance and family lineage work?” | asked. “Patrilineal 
or matrilineal?” 


“Soldun uses absolute primogeniture, so there’s no bias towards or 
against male or female characters.” 


“Okay, but if | marry one of my family NPCs to one of yours, whose 
family is the kid in? The father’s, or the mother’s?” 


“Usually it’s by station, which depends both on the Houses’ status 
and how high the bride and groom are within their Houses,” she 
explained. “If you marry a distant relative of one House to an 
immediate relative of another, the kids get the surname of the 
‘higher’ station. If the two are of equal station, or close enough that 
there’s no clear priority, it’s done by birth order; a firstborn would 
have priority over a secondborn, the second over a third, and so on. 
If that’s a tie, too, we’d have to work out an alternate arrangement 
during the marriage negotiations. For example, setting up a separate 
marriage that’s more favorable to you in exchange for letting me 
manage the kid.” 


“And the points they get.” 


“No, points are distributed through genealogy, not just ‘this family’ or 
‘that family’. It's not symmetrical, though-if you marry one of your 
cousins to my direct descendant, that union will give you a much 
larger share of my points than the share of your points it would give 
me. Every branch removed from the main line halves the score 
share, so you'd likely get four or eight times the benefit if you 
arrange something like that.” 


“That sounds really complicated.” 


“It’s not that bad, and | do all the math anyway; all you need to do is 
check the numbers on your character sheet. The family tree is on 
page three. Speaking of which...” Erin picked up the map and moved 
it off the character sheets she’d brought out earlier. “Because | am 
smart and plan ahead, | left three spaces for latecomers to join 
without messing up the territories on the map. Pick a number 
between one and three.” 


“Three.” 


She put aside most of the papers and looked at what she had left. 
“Okay, you're... ooh, interesting. You control most of Junland, on the 
north-eastern part of the continent-see that peninsula, there? More 


furs than anywhere else, but with a correspondingly lower amount of 
other natural resources.” 


“| see.” 


“All right. Just a moment.” Erin reached into the box and pulled out 
one of those little four-inch #2 pencils | associated with miniature 
golf. “What’s your family name?” 


“’m terrible at choosing names. Gimme a hand?” 
“Woffard.” 
“Sure.” 


She wrote that down. “Did your ancestors settle the land, conquer it, 
or receive it as a gift?” 


“A gift.” 


Erin checked a box. “Your ancestor was given the land four hundred 
years earlier. What did they do to earn a gift from the royal family?” 


“Rescued the king’s infant son from drowning.” 


“Nice.” She made a note of that on the character sheet. “How did 
your family rise in station to a major house?” 


“Through trade. Our furs are widely known as the best in Soldun.” 
Erin raised an eyebrow. 


“One unit of Fur is worth one unit of Fur, but one unit of Juniand Fur 
is amuch smaller quantity, due to the quality.” 


“Oh, sure. Good flavor.” She scribbled that down. “During the civil 
war, did your family try to take the throne yourselves, support an 
ally’s attempt, or make a bid for independence?” 


“Supported an ally.” 


Erin noted that too. “When the war came to an end, did you accept 
the offered peace, or were you forced to kneel?” 


“Accepted the peace.” 


“All right. The Woffards are subjects of the Grays, who control the 
Reach to their west, and rivals with the Lanterbys, who control the 
ports to their south. They have two cities, and the fiefs population is 
four. They start with a lumber mill and a trapper’s hut-” 


“Slow down-what do those mean?” | asked. “I mean, | get the 
subjects and rivals bit, but what does having two cities do for me, 
and what does population effect? And can | see the improvement 
cards for those things again?” 


“Population controls how many Opportunity cards you draw, cities 
are your primary money resource tiles and some Opportunity cards 
depend on them, and here are the cards.” She handed me the 
Opportunity cards for the mill and hut. The mill, I'd already seen, 
while the hut produced an additional unit of furs rather than offering 
points-likely because Furs could already buy points at a fixed 2:1 
ratio. It was arguably worse than the mill, as it only produced ‘half’ a 
point; but on the other hand, it had no upkeep and produced a 
tradeable resource, which points were not. 


“Do | place these now?” 


“They’re placed for you. Look.” Erin pointed to a hex on the map, 
where an icon representing the hut sat next to three Fur symbols. 


“So | get four Fur from that tile?” 


“No, you get three-the resource symbols updated already. Everything 
updates itself automatically, including the character sheets.” 


“| see.” That was probably half the reason the game even workec-it 
seemed much too complex to track manually. “You said cities were 
the primary money resource tile?” 


“Roads are the other, but only if other players’ goods are passing 
through your territory. You’re in a dead-end, so that’s not going to do 
much for you.” 


“Does that money come out of those players’ pockets?” 


“Obviously. If you’re sending things through other players’ fiefdoms, 
you have to pay taxes on that.” 


So in addition to resources, opportunities, trading, points, and 
marriages, | had to worry about shipping costs. 


“So what’s the endgame? Are we trying to build towards something 
specific, or does whoever has the most points at the end of the 
month win?” 


“Month?” Erin asked. “Oh, the break. No, every generation, each 
family has a chance to bid the points they’ve earned to try and marry 
one of their house to the royal heir. That’s the goal.” 


“Of course, it’s all about the throne. Say, if points are a measure of 
wealth, that means the bidding process is about dowry, doesn’t it?” 


“Not exactly. Points are more about status, and displaying wealth is a 
good way to call attention to one’s status, but it’s not one and the 
same. That’s why points are shared through connections-your family 
shares in the social success of your in-laws.” 


| leaned forward to look over the map again; my lands weren’t the 
farthest north, but they were close. “I swear, if we get a zombie 
apocalypse in the last session...” 

Erin threw her pencil at my head. 
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Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 82: In Memoriam 


The Wake started in midmorning the next day, and thus far had 
consisted of sitting around and watching Sirius and Art---half the 
‘Four Stooges’ act that also included Hoss and Joe---shovel out an 
entire 6 by 6 by 2 burial plot by hand. 


“There has to be an easier way of doing this,” | said. 


“It's not about the result, Doc,” Kara said, waving a bottle of whiskey 
at the pair of handsome, fit, and shirtless men who were busy getting 
extremely sweaty doing heavy physical labor. “It’s about the show. 
Rawr.” 


“Amen,” Garrus agreed as he raised a bottle of beer in toast. 
“Didn’t know you were into men,” | said. 

“Well, that’s kinda a weird question, isn’t it?” 

“Why’s that?” 


He gave me a Turian smile and replied, “Let me turn it around on 
you, if you don’t mind: is it a Turian man going out with a human man 
a gay relationship?” 


“Yes?” | said, not sure where this was going. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
“Because of what it means to be attracted to someone of the same 


gender,” Garrus explained. “Human sexual characteristics don’t map 
onto Turian sexual characteristics very well. From a distance, 


humans tend to code fem-androgynous to Turians, but up close it 
gets confusing. For example, a lot of human women’s hairstyles 

code as ‘masculine’ to us because of*---he moved his hand to his 
head, tracing the crest running back along his scalp---“the shape.” 


“Really?” 
“Yeah. No offense.” 


“None taken---not even sure why | would.” | hadn’t Known Turian 
women lacked crests... assuming | wasn’t totally misinterpreting 
what he was trying to explain. 


He nodded. “Good. So, what I’m saying is that, for the most part, 
whether a Turian likes Turian men or Turian women isn't really going 
to affect whether they like humans or which humans they like. 
Mostly. The performative aspects can affect things: for example, a lot 
of Turians find human make-up exotic and aesthetically attractive, 
and human body hair strange and slightly off-putting, but that doesn’t 
necessarily translate to sexual attractiveness even when it’s true. 
And even if it does, it’s not a gendered thing. Follow so far?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Long story short, human sexual dimorphism doesn’t play to Turian 
gender preferences, so if a Turian is interested in a human that way, 
they’re not being attracted to something that ‘codes’ as male or 
female to their natural sensibilities no matter the human’s gender. 
That’s why I’d say that any sort of sexual attraction from Turian to 
Human would be an expression of pansexuality.” Garrus paused. 
“I’m not sure what it’s like going the other way, though---to be exact, 
I’m not sure what it’s like to look at Turians as a human who's never 
been one.” 


“You code as male to me,” | said, “but I’m pretty sure ninety percent 
of that is your voice.” 


“I’m not sure what to say to that, since that’s either the translators or 
a casting decision, depending on whether you’re looking for a 
Watsonian or Doylist explanation.” He shrugged, then coughed self- 
consciously. “Sorry for the lecture.” 


“It’s fine. Actually, | hope you don’t mind me saying so, but that was 
actually really interesting.” 


“Mind? | consider that a success.” Garrus winked at me and took 
another sip from his beer. 


With our conversation wrapped up, | turned to look out over the rest 
of the ‘party’. It was about as crowded as the wake I'd interrupted 
after Worm, even though it was open to the ‘general public’: there 
were two benches a few feet apart, six people at each. Tess was 
sitting with Dinah, Erin, Joe, Hoss and a woman who was almost 
certainly Iris. The first three seemed to be enjoying the fanservice; 
the latter three didn’t seem interested. 


| was sharing the other table with Garrus, Kara, Ace, and Zero, all 
four of whom were having fun with the show. Homura was here as 
well, a silent witness at one corner of the table who neither approved 
nor disapproved of the spectacle. Bob had stopped by our table 
earlier, mostly to annoy Garrus, then wandered off again, probably to 
the games room. 


I'd expected Max to attend, but | didn’t see him anywhere. 


“This whole thing feels kind of weird,” | said. “Not like what I'd expect 
from a wake.” 


“Normally it’s even more of a party,” Ace said. “Lots of laughing and 
swapping stories about how everyone died.” 


“This is a different atmosphere,” Garrus agreed. “More somber. It’s 
easier to laugh when you’ve got a bunch of other people swapping 
increasingly ridiculous stories about how they managed to die that 
Jump.” 


“What's it like?” | asked. “Dying, | mean.” 


“Well, dying usually hurts,” Ace said. “Death itself is less dramatic. 
‘Mind that bus,’ ‘What bus?’, and pop! You’re back in your room 
some time later, right as rain. Not a big deal, in the grand scheme of 
things.” 


“It’s not a big deal once you get used to the concept of ‘death’ being 
just another thing that happens to you,” Garrus corrected him. “The 

first time is rough even when you're not the only one, and she’s also 
dealing with mourning others who aren’t coming back.” 


“Fair,” Ace said. “Usually there are either no deaths, or half a dozen; 
more people import to dangerous worlds because Max needs more 
help---and the perks are usually better---and more people die in 
dangerous worlds because they’re, well, dangerous.” 


“Like Worm?” | asked. 


“Yeah, good example. That was an ‘all hands on deck’ situation; 
more than half of us imported.” 


“Being the only one to die, alongside a whole bunch of people who 
aren't coming back...” Garrus shrugged. “Reminds me a bit of how | 
ended up here, really.” 


“Unpleasant memories?” Ace asked. 


“Not so bad in hindsight, but at the time? Think about it from my 
perspective: one moment I’m fighting for my life in the middle of the 
apocalypse, and the next, | wake up far too late to do anything about 
anything. All | could do was ask who made it out, and the answer 
was far fewer than I’d’ve liked.” 


“Ah. | didn’t notice the parallels.” 


“At least my side won,” Garrus said. “Tess has it worse.” 


| glanced towards where the diggers were reaching shoulder-depth 
in the hole. “Hence the distraction?” 


“That and it’s fun.” 


Zero and Kara toasted that. 


Once the hole was dug, Tess got up and headed over the head of 
the grave to deliver the eulogy---in her Breath of Fire form again, her 
hair done up in an elaborate set of braids that dangled like tassels. 


It took her a moment to collect herself once she took her place at the 
podium. 


“We are here to remember not just a person, but a people,” she 
began, her voice raw. “An entire... this isn’t right.” She let out a long 
sigh as she looked over the attending mourners. “I can't... | can’t 
sum up an entire people in a pretty little soeech, and none of you 
ever met them. | can’t change that, and no matter how hard | try, 
you'll never know them. They’re all gone.” 


Tess fiddled with something on the podium for a moment before she 
continued, once again speaking with the cadence of someone 
reading a speech. “They say you die twice: once when the breath 
leaves your body, and once when your name is spoken for the last 
time. Their names have not been spoken for a long, long time, and | 
have no one to remember them to... so here, today, I’m going to 
name them all, one last time.” She swallowed, then added in a less 
rehearsed tone, “So that you all can witness that death, even if you'll 
never have known them in life.” 


That was the cue for Max---when did he get here?---to deposit a 

large pile of bricks next to the podium. Tess picked one up and read, 
“Ruti, son of Bato,” then handed the brick to Max, who gave it to Art, 
who passed it on to Sirius, who deposited it carefully into the hole he 


was still standing in. Only when he was done did she take the next 
brick and read the name. 


Each brick took around ten seconds to read and inter. Getting 
through them all took nearly two hours. 


It was a strange contrast to go from the solemn reading of names to 
a Live-Action Roleplay party in the same day, but life goes on. 


I'd planned to wear one of Lina’s many Incredibly Fancy Gowns that 
now occupied my closet, but I’d run into an unfortunate (and in 
hindsight, obvious) problem: they didn’t fit any of my other alt-forms. 
In the end, it was just as well, since the cultural zeitgeist people had 
decided on while selecting their costumes from the prop closet last 
session was more ‘late nineteenth century military dress uniform 
chic’ than anything else. A ball gown would have left me feeling 
horribly overdressed, especially given the event in question: Lina 
had attended quite a few balls and carnivals in her position as 
princess, and the Twinshine Festival was unmistakably the latter. 


That said, the scenery was definitely ‘royal’. 


Erin had outdone just about everyone who'd ever DMed for us. The 
set we'd used last time had been just that---a set, the walls made of 
cardboard and the decorations papier-mache. This was closer to an 
actual palace. She’d expanded the space from a ballroom and two 
corridors into three fully fleshed-out rooms so detailed | was fairly 
sure she’d cut and pasted them from real palaces. 


The main ‘ballroom’ was mostly unchanged if you ignored that the 
cardboard had been replaced with real wood paneling, marble 
columns, and silk-draped glass windows overlooking an actual 
courtyard, so it was in fact nigh-unrecognizable. The smaller of the 
old corridors, on the left side of the ballroom when facing the 
windows, now led upwards around a corner to one of the new 
‘rooms’, a set of large balconies overlooking the aforementioned 


courtyard from a few stories higher than the ballroom. Small and out 
of the way, the balconies were clearly suited for private 
conversations, though anyone in the courtyard who bothered to look 
up could see who was talking to who. The other corridor led down 
around another corner to the courtyard itself, a wide-open space 
around which the corridors and other rooms were now wrapped. 
While it didn’t have a proper fake sky like some of the other areas in 
the Warehouse, the courtyard was large enough to ‘feel’ outside, 
even as the busiest of the three ‘rooms’. 


And it was busy; NPCs were everywhere. Mostly the lesser nobles 
Erin had mentioned before, but also holographic entertainers and 
food vendors who really sold the carnival air. There was one minor 
issue with the NPCs; Erin hadn’t installed the force field emitters 
necessary for ‘solid’ holograms. The vendors couldn't actually ‘serve’ 
their food---they might be holograms, but the food was real---and 
moving carelessly would result in one clipping through the crowd. 
That aside, the lesser nobles were impressively lifelike as long as 
One didn’t go out of their way to confuse them, and were a good 
source of information if correctly prompted. The ‘extras’ were also 
the method for turning spare resources into points; specifically, those 
belonging to the extended royal family, who tried to sell me on lower- 
case-o ‘opportunities’ as | passed by. 


| had a nice warm-up making small talk with a few ladies from the 
southern provinces---all in the oddly military style clothing people 
had settled on---before | found someone | wanted to talk to. “Good 
evening, Lord Gray,” | said to Joe. “How are you this fine holy day?” 


“Splendid, my lady,” he replied. “Yourself?” 
“The same. It is a pity | missed the last gathering.” 


“Such things cannot be helped---but let us not dwell on the past. The 
future is full of opportunity.” 


“Quite so, my lord.” On to business, then. “I admit, | do have 
something to ask of you. | find myself in need of good iron.” 


“Ah, yes. For all the beauty and bounty of Junland, the earth does 
not yield her mettle easily.” 


| grinned. “Was that a pun, my Lord Gray?” 

“Unbecoming of me, | know.” 

“On the contrary, | found it delightful.” 

“Unbecoming of you, as well,” he quipped. 

“What of the matter at hand? | trust it won’t be hard.” 

“Was that a pun, my Lady Woffard?” 

“Why, | would never, my lord.” 

Lord Gray laughed. “Of course not. Forgive me.” He reached into his 
pocket and pulled out his character sheet to check his ‘inventory’. “I 
can indeed part with a few units of iron for some of your fine furs, 


and perhaps a unit of lumber---Stonebridge is still rebuilding after the 
fire last year.” 


“An excellent bargain, as | find myself in need of iron to increase my 
lumber yield. One of each for two units iron? At least for the coming 
years, until your need for lumber wanes.” 


“Consider it done.” He offered his hand, and we shook on it, some 
weird Roleplaying Game magic adjusting our character sheets 
automatically. 


“Pardon me,” Sirius said as he swept up to us in a suit so overdone 
with ruffles it resembled a dress. “My Lord Gray, my Lady Woffard. 
How are you this fine evening?” 

“Very well, thank you,” Gray said. “Yourself?” 


“Well, though my evening would be much improved if | might have a 
moment of the Lady’s time?” 


“Of course, my lord,” | said. “If you'll excuse me, Lord Gray?” 


“Til next we meet, my lady.” We exchanged shallow bows before he 
headed off through the party. 


| turned to Sirius. “Good evening, Lord Pembleton. | hope the festival 
finds you well.” 


“Well enough, Lady Woffard,” he replied, taking my hand and acting 
out a contact-free kiss. “The fates have not been kind these last few 
years, but we persevere, as always. What of you, my Lady? 
Recovered from your infirmity?” 


Ah, yes, that’s a good reason for me to have missed the last session. 
“In truth, | may have been well enough last Twinshine,” | said, “but 
the strain of travel could well have turned my health for the worse 
once more.” 


“Especially a journey as far as yours,” he agreed. “How fares your 
husband?” 


“Recalcitrant as ever---and Master Tomas takes after his father to a 
frightful degree.” 


“Ah, less. The lad would be about ten summers, would he not?” 


“This very year. As a matter of fact, | wished to discuss his prospects 
with you, if you do not mind. As his cousin, perhaps you could offer 
some advice on the matter. | know it is early to be considering such 
things...” 


“It is never too early to look towards the future. As it happened, | 
wished to discuss the same.” Lord Pembleton took my arm and led 
me across the ballroom at a steady pace; not so slow that the lesser 
nobility attempted to engage us, but not so quickly that they couldn't 
get out of the way before we walked through them. 


Despite having sought me out, Pembleton seemed content to let me 
lead the discussion; | took the opportunity to scan the crowd for 
anything interesting. Most of the view was unimportant nobles 
discussing unimportant things, but | caught Kara, the Lady Byfield, 
arguing with Hoss, the Lord Lanterby---my most hated rival, at least 
as long as we were in character. | marked one lady in an excessively 
decorated coat as likely to have overheard that exchange. 


“Lord Arrin’s younger daughter is about Tomas’s age,” | began, only 
for Lord Pembleton to shake his head. 


“Lord Arrin is loyal to the Grandwells first and foremost,” he said. 
“Any favor you may home to gain there would be in vain, and he is in 
poor repute with many of the northern Lords besides. The affair with 
his cousin’s inheritance last year soured relations considerably.” 


“Lord Gray seemed in good humor.” 


“Lord Gray has many things to be happy about; the Arrins are not 
one of them.” 


“| take it you have a better idea?” 


“Indeed,” he said. “You see, Lady Handrow and | had hoped that we 

might join our families. We had discussed pairing one of her nephew 
Georeg’s children with one from my cousin Sherain, who wed one of 
Lady Byfield’s cousins nearly a score summers ago, but she has had 
naught but girls, and Georeg’s wife the same. As it happens, Master 

Tomas is as much my blood as Sherain’s girls...” 


“As Sherain herself, in fact,” | agreed, “and it would be a great boon 
for the Handrows to marry a lesser cousin so highly.” What | did not 
say out loud was that it would be a very poor match for Tomas 
himself. 


Pembleton got the message, of course. “I admit the marriage would 
not be equal for Master Tomas, but as this would fulfill an obligation 


of mine, | would be happy to extend a similar obligation to you. Your 
next eldest is a daughter, | believe...?” 


“Do you really believe you could find a match for Miss Alia as fair as 
Tomas would be for Georeg’s girl?” 


“The Crown Prince’s youngest brother is only a year her senior.” 


Nice try, but no. “If you had the pull to secure a royal marriage, you 
would not offer it to me, third in line or not.” 


“It would be a challenge---” 


“A Challenge?” | repeated. “A most dire understatement, my lord. We 
would be better served exploring less uncertain options to balance 
the scales. Perhaps your daughter to my nephew---” 


“I’m afraid that can’t be done, my lady.” 
“No, of course not. That would be a most unfavorable match for you.” 


“It is not my own fortunes | am thinking of,” he said. “Surely, the royal 
match is a better option?” 


| gave him my best coy smile. “My mother spoke highly of you, Lord 
Pembleton.” 


“Why, thank---” 
“Was she wrong to do so?” 
Pembleton regarded me curiously. “| would hope not...” 


“As would |; yet from your words, you are either seeking to play me 
for a fool, or a fool yourself.” 


“It is not foolish to aim for the highest mark---” 


“Yet you boast your score before you have even notched the arrow. 
You can offer me no guarantees; it will be another Moon’s Cycle, 
perhaps two, before the Queen even begins to consider the young 
prince’s match.” 


“Both the Handrows and | would support such an arrangement---” 
“Oh, yes, your support. A promise as empty as your coffers.” 


Pembleton’s face turned sour. “The status of my treasury is none of 
your concern.” 


“It most certainly is, if it affects your counsel. I’ve heard you sought 
aid from the Handrows, among others; tell me, how much did Lady 
Handrow offer in exchange for your aid in this scheme?” 


“You slander not only my good name, but that of the Handrows, my 
lady!” 


“Was this perhaps Lord Lanterby’s suggestion, then, to undermine 
my son’s future?” 


“lam not some border lord’s catspaw, you twice-tempered tinsel- 
tongued trollop!” 


| tried to stay in character, | really did, but | couldn’t stop myself from 
corpsing. Sirius wasn’t far behind. We hurried to the side of the room 
as our faces turned red from holding back laughter, hands above our 
heads in a ‘time-out’ gesture to show that we were out of character. 


“Twice-tempered tinsel-tongued trollop?” | wheezed. “What does that 
even mean?” 


“| have no idea! It just...” Sirius lost it again as he struggled to finish 
his sentence. “It just rolled off the tongue!” 


That set me off all over again, and my laughter broke his composure 
completely. 


“You two okay?” Erin asked, strolling through the chaos with her 
hands in the same T pose. “What's the time out for?” 


“He called me a---” | started giggling again, and had to take a few 
breaths before | could continue. “A... a... what was the first thing?” 


“Twice-tempered,” Sirius said. 

“A ‘twice-tempered tinsel-tongued trollop’!” 

Erin looked between us in confusion. “What does that even mean?” 
“We have no idea!” Which made me start laughing again. 

She didn’t seem to Know what to make of that. 

“Okaaay, then,” Erin said. “Take all the time you need.” 

‘The time we need’ turned out to be another minute or so of badly- 
stifled laughter. “All right,” Sirius said at last. “Resume from the 
insult?” 

“Say it again, so I’m ready?” 

“Twice-tempered tinsel-tongued trollop?” 


Damn it, it was still funny. “Okay, yeah, | can... I’m ready---wait! How 
durable are you right now?” 


“You're going to slap me?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Don’t bother pulling the hit,” he said. “I'll be fine. Ready?” 
“Ready.” 


Sirius took a deep breath and screwed his face back into a scowl. “1 
am not some border lord’s catspaw, you tinsel-tongued twice- 


tempered trollop!” 


| slapped him, hard. Sirius---sorry, Lord Pembleton---sold the hit well, 
Snapping his head to the side as though my slap had an effect, but it 
was fake; from the sting in my hand, | knew | might as well have 
Slapped a brick wall. 


The babble of the lesser nobles cut off. All eyes turned to us. 


| considered---and discarded---a few witty one-liners before | settled 
on storming away without comment. Even if I’d thought of a real 
zinger, | wasn’t sure I'd be able to deliver it without cracking up 
again, no matter how much my hand hurt. A stray thought on my way 
out---that I’d have liked a skirt to hike up for additional huffiness--- 
didn’t help me keep a straight face, either. 


On the other hand (hah), I’d have had to use my aching hand for 
that. Don’t pull the hit, he says! He'll be fine. What about me? Oh, 
well, | had healing magic now, and | used it. 


Next on my agenda: setting up an ongoing trade deal for cloth, 
tracking down the lady in the silly coat, and laying the groundwork for 
a proper match for Lady Woffards eldest son. Oh, and keeping an 
eye out for assassins, because I’d managed to draw an Opportunity 
card to hire one, so | now knew those were in the deck too. Probably 
the least painful way to learn that, but bad news all the same. 


Fun! 


Max, Homura, Deanna, and | had all independently offered to eat 
with Zeke in his room---since he wasn’t comfortable heading into the 
crowded restaurant---and he’d accepted the offers, though never 
simultaneously. It was my turn the day after the wake. 


He’d changed the scenery outside his windows to a tropical beach 
much like the one I’d seen the first time Max had shown me my 


room. Between the bright blue sky, the sparkling sea, the cushy hotel 
room, and the room-service cart, it was just like my dim childhood 
memories of Summer vacation. 


“| heard about the wake,” Zeke said once we'd finished. 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah.” 


| waited for him to continue, raising an eyebrow when he continued 
to hesitate. 


“It reminded me of what I’ve done,” he said. 


“And you're still taking time to sit and eat with me,” Zeke continued. 
“Do you really not care, or are you just good at hiding it? You seem 
sincere, which is odd.” 


“| wouldn’t say | don’t care,” | said, “but that | don’t hold it against 
you. You said yourself that you had a very different experience of the 
world before you became human. You didn’t think any more of 
wiping out a planet’s population to continue the cycle than | would 
think of wiping out an ant colony to build a house.” 


“Ants aren’t sapient.” 


“Did you understand what that meant?” | asked. “I don’t mean ‘did 
you know what sapience was?’, | mean, ‘Did you understand, ona 
fundamental level, what it meant to them that those people had 
sapience?” 


Zeke chewed on his lip for a moment, then murmured, “No.” 


“If you had known then what you know now, would you still have 
done it?” 


“No.” 


“Then there you go,” | said. “You, Zeke, the person in front of me 
now, would not do those things, so what would punishing you 
accomplish? ‘Corrective Justice’ is unnecessary because you're 
already committed to never doing anything like that again, and 
‘Retributive Justice’ exists mostly to satisfy the wronged, rather than 
because it’s morally necessary.” 


“’m not talking about ‘punishment’. I’m talking about ‘judgment’---in 
the sense of justice, not decision making.” 


“Maybe | judge ‘Zeke’ and ‘Zion’ separately, then.” 

He thought about that for a moment. 

“Yes,” Zeke decided, “that is consistent with your behavior.” 
“Mystery solved, then?” 

“Yes.” 

“But you still feel guilty about your part in all those past cycles.” 
“Yes.” 


| leaned forward slightly, nudging my empty plate aside with an 
elbow. “I won't claim our situations are at all comparable,” | began, 
“but when | was struggling with some guilt of my own, Deanna told 
me something that stuck with me---| mean, | guess everything sticks 
with me now that | don’t forget things, but this made an impact, if you 
know what | mean. 


“She said that all of our feelings---good and bad---have a purpose, 
some way they’re supposed to inform our behavior. Even the painful 
and unpleasant ones like guilt, anger, and regret can be healthy, 
even necessary. If you need to feel that guilt to affirm your decision 
to change, than feeling that is good for you, even if it feels awful. On 
the other hand, if you’re just torturing yourself with it---clinging to it 


for self-flagellation because you think you ‘deserve’ to feel bad---then 
it is a problem. Well, I’d think it would be a problem, anyway.” 


He hummed to show he’d heard me, but didn’t say anything. 


“Maybe you should talk to Deanna yourself,” | suggested. “Her 
advice is never going to be as good second hand.” 


“| would rather not.” 

“Why's that?” 

Zeke hesitated. 

“| have fond memories of growing up as her ward,” he admitted, “and 
would rather not undermine them by bringing up questions about my 


past crimes.” 


“You know she knows about that, right?” | asked as gently as | could. 
“She knew when she agreed to take you as her ‘ward’.” 


“| know that, but---as I’ve become increasingly aware over the past 
decade---knowing something and internalizing it are inexplicably, 
illogically distinct states of mind.” Zeke paused, then added, “It’s one 
of the strangest things about being human.” 


“Now you've got me curious about what the other ‘strangest things’ 
are.” 


He started ticking points off on his fingers. “Aesthetic appreciation. 
Psychological fulfillment. Boredom.” 


“Boredom?” 

“Boredom is strange,” Zeke said. “In some ways, it’s the inverse of 
‘fulfillment’, or maybe the absence of ‘fulfillment’. | can’t very well 
consider one strange and the other the natural state of things.” 


“Huh. I’d never thought of it that way.” 


“Of course not. For you, it’s simply the way life is.” 
| conceded the point. 


“Speaking of life and boredom, though,” | said, “what did you do the 
last few years last Jump?” 


“After you went to space again, you mean?” 


“Again?---oh, Trek. Yeah, what were you doing while | was in 
space?” 


“Very little,” he said. “Ace encouraged me to obtain an 
apprenticeship, but | didn’t want to become a spectacle.” 


“A spectacle?” 


“lam not a very convincing ‘normal human’. Homura was correct 
when she said | exaggerate my ‘strangeness’ as a form of humor, 
but one reason | do so is that it is much easier to deliberately act 
less normal than it is to act more normal.” 


“You don’t have to be normal.” 


“Abnormality draws attention,” Zeke explained. “I want to avoid 
attention as much as possible, and that means either being ‘normal’, 
or being weird behind closed doors where no one will see.” 


“Or with people who already know you’re weird and don't care.” 
“That is still technically ‘behind closed doors’.” 

Once again, | was forced to concede the point. 

“So what did you do for the last few years?” | asked. 


“| wrote a lot of essays. | have found | have quite a lot to say as an 
outsider to the human experience, and Deanna encouraged me to 
put my thoughts on paper.” 


“Oh, cool,” | said. “Can | see them?” 


“| don’t think you would find them very interesting. The majority of 
them are less ‘insightful philosophical musings’ and more 


‘complaining about inconveniences’. 
“Like sleeping?” 


“I’m fond of sleeping, actually,” Zeke said. “I am less fond of 
breathing and eating through the same set of orifices.” 


“You choked on your food.” 

“| have done so, yes,” he grumbled. “! am also not fond of boredom. 
It may be ‘strange’, but it is a very unpleasant sort of strangeness. 
Speaking of which, I’m sure there are other things you would rather 
be doing.” 

| snorted. “This isn’t a chore. | enjoy talking to you.” 

“I’m glad. | look forward to doing it again.” 

That sounded like a dismissal. 

“If there’s nothing else you'd like to talk about?” 


“No, nothing urgent.” 


| smiled as | stood. “Then I'll hear those not-urgent thoughts over 
breakfast another day---and maybe read some of your ‘complaints’, if 
you're willing to share. You might be surprised how entertaining a 
new perspective on the same old things can be.” 


“We will see. Have a nice day, Cassandra.” 


“You too, Zeke.” 


| headed into the park for a walk a few days later and found the 
place had gained an incredibly shiny new centerpiece. 


“Oh my god,” | said. “You’re gorgeous.” 


“Why, thank you,” Tess replied, voice dripping with magnanimity. “I'll 
have you know that flatterers get eaten last, so please, feel free to 
continue.” 


It was a joke, but good lord, she could follow through on that. As a 
dragon, she massed two or three times Teepo’s largest form, if not 
more. I’d gotten good at ignoring the ‘giant, deadly predator’ instinct, 
though, and found myself walking closer to get a better look without 
fear. Her scales shone like polished silver in the artificial sunlight; her 
eyes were a deep, rich green and larger than my fist. 


| stood by my first assessment: she was gorgeous. 

“Go ahead,” she said. 

“Hmm?” 

“| Know you want to poke me,” Tess said. “You have my permission.” 
“’m not going to poke you!” 


The eye | could see performed an exasperated roll---and the fact that 
we were still at eye level even though she was lying with her chin on 
the ground further emphasized just how large she was. 


Well, | had permission, so | crossed the last few feet and put my 
hand against the side of her head. Her scales were softer than I’d 
expected---not that they were soft, but there was more give than I’d 
subconsciously expected from something that looked like it was 
made out of solid metal. They were also warm, which wasn’t 
surprising per se but also clashed with the ‘solid metal’ impression. 
Not that different from petting Benny, now that | thought about it: 
metal that wasn’t metal-hard and rock that wasn't rock-solid. 


| moved my hand down her neck and along her back, feeling the way 
the scales changed from jewelry-fine to platemail-solid, then turned 
and leaned against her, looking up into the sky and trying to figure 
out how to ask what | wanted to ask. 


Tess shifted while | was still thinking, and | pulled away quickly, 
afraid I'd disturbed her. Once | saw what she was doing, | realized 
she’d adjusted her pose to curl around me, assuming | sat down---so 
| did, leaning back against her flank near the middle of the circle the 
rest of her body formed, her tail only a few feet from her nose. 


| hadn’t come up with any good ice-breakers, so | gave up and went 
with the simple, banal, cliche option. 


“How are you feeling?” 


“Well enough,” she said. “At this point, it feels like | was actually ina 
‘past’ rather than a ‘present’. | don’t think | could have changed the 
outcome, or Management wouldn’t have let me loose so far in the 
past, and if the Jump’s present was ‘set’ in the way | expect, then 
you could argue that the genocide already happened. It’s more like 
one of those TV plots where the characters experience a part of 
history, where you know everyone there is already long dead. | don’t 
know if that makes sense...” 


“| think | get it,” | said. “If the end is already ‘written’, then being there 
for it just makes you... a witness, | guess?” 


“Rather than a victim, yes. I’m not sure if it’s ‘healthy’, but it’s a 
coping mechanism.” Tess sighed, which was quite the thing---beyond 
being an impressive sound when coming from something the size of 
several city busses, it was accompanied by a puff of smoke anda 
rumble | could feel through the ground beneath me as clearly as 
through my ‘backrest’. “In the end, it’s easier if | accept that the 
Brood were already doomed by history. My being there didn’t change 
that, but it does mean there’s someone to remember them---a 
witness, as you said.” 


| nodded. “The wake was... it was a good gesture. | mean, nota 
gesture, but... as a memorial, | think it was good?” 


“| hope so.” 

“Mm. 

“| want to say I’m glad | went Drop-In,” Tess mused, “but in the end, | 
spent long enough there that starting as an outsider hadn’t mattered 
for years.” 

“How long did the Jump last for you, anyway?” 

“Eight years. Maybe a little more.” 

“Ah.” 

| leaned my head back and stared up into the clear blue artificial sky, 
then turned my head so | could press my ear to her scales and listen 
to her breathing and heartbeat. 

“| wonder if this is how it feels to be a cat,” | said. 


“What?” 


“You know, cuddling up against something an order of magnitude 
larger than you. Sorry for the non-sequitur.” 


“If you were a cat,” she said, “I'd do this.” 

My heartbeat spiked as she raised a massive clawed forelimb in my 
direction, and | stayed very still while she gently patted me on the 
head with one talon. | was good at ignoring the ‘giant, deadly 
predator’ instinct, but not that good. 

“Well, that was terrifying,” | said once she’d finished. 


“Sorry.” 


She wasn't. 


“Fah.” | reached up and rubbed my head where she’d tapped me. 
“Now who’s poking who?” 


“Fair is fair.” 
“What did | do to deserve that?” 
“Max said you saved Myria.” 


Tess had tried to make her words... not quite a quip, but at least 
‘calm’. They’d come out ‘cold’. 


Shit, I’d really tucked myself into the dragon’s den, here---Tess had 
me completely surrounded all by herself, watching me with one 
narrowed eye. What was it Max had said back when I'd joined? 
Something about ‘serious roughhousing’ resulting in 
dismemberment? 


Well, it wouldn’t even be the first time I’d been pulled limb from limb. 
Maybe that’s why he was so casual about it. ‘Lose one arm, you’ve 
lost ’em all.’ Thanks, Bob. 


Tess was still waiting for a response. 
“I... yes. Not for her sake, but... yes, | did.” 


Her eyebrow---eye ridge? Whatever the draconic equivalent was 
called---rose questioningly. 


“| was... itwas Garr and Gaist. Without Myria, they would... look, | 
know they... but... | think they earned their redemption in the end, 
right?” Swallowing didn’t help my dry throat at all. “And Deis was... | 
wasn’t trying to hand down a judgment or anything, | just... | didn’t 
want things to end like that. | wanted... | wanted Ryu to win. Not 
just... not just survive, or even succeed, but win, without losing 
people he'd befriended along the way.” 


Tess closed her eye and set her head back on the grass. 


“| suppose he did,” she said. Whether she meant Ryu, Garr, or 
someone else, | couldn't say. 


“I'm sorry.” 


“You did what you thought was best,” she said. “/’m sorry for scaring 
you. You know | wasn’t going to hurt you, right?” 


“I'd have understood if you had.” 


She grumbled something, and then | tipped backwards onto the 
flattened grass as my backrest vanished. | climbed to my feet to find 
Tess doing the same in her Breath of Fire human form a few feet 
away. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I should’ve been human-shaped for 
that conversation.” 


“It'd let you hit me without breaking more than my nose.” 


“I’m not going to hit you!” Tess whined. “You don’t really think so little 
of me, do you?” As if to make a point, she walked over and hugged 
me instead. | hadn’t noticed that she was fall like this---enough that 
she could rest her chin on top of my head. Morphic resonance with 
being the size of a large building, maybe. 


“Sorry,” | mumbled into her blouse. “It’s not that | think you’ve gota 
short temper, it’s just hard to remember I’m safe when I'm feeling, 
uh, ‘crunchy and good with ketchup’.” 


“| bet.” She ruffled my hair as she released me from the hug. “That’s 
why | should have been human for that.” 


“Mm.” 


“You don't have to be sorry, Cass. It was your decision to make, in 
the end.” 


| huffed. “Why? Because | was there?” 


“Sometimes that’s all that matters.” 


Tess paused, then reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. Our 
eyes met. 


“| won't lie,” she said. “I’m not happy that you spared Myria. But | 
won't claim you did the wrong thing---and even if you did, | know 
your intentions were good.” 


“Thanks.” 


| lost the staring contest and dropped my gaze to the grass. Damn it, 
| was blushing now. “I’m not sure many people would be that... uh, 
understanding in your position.” 


“Maybe I’m just cognizant that being in ‘my position’ means I’m not 
going to be understanding. I’m not in a good place to judge, even as 
together as | am right now. It’s still raw.” Tess took a deep breath and 
turned to look across the park. “They say your trigger is the worst 
moment of your life. | guess the problem with having new lives is 
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having new ‘worst moments’. 
That said a lot. 

“Do you... regret coming along?” 

She answered without hesitation. “No, | don’t. | don’t even regret 
taking Management’s bait, to be honest. | meant what | said: there’s 
value in there being someone, anyone, who remembers all those 
people as more than ancient history.” 

“That's a big responsibility.” 


Tess shot a look at the patch of grass her dragon form had flattened. 


“Well,” she quipped, “I’m a big girl.” 
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Chapter 83: Coming Up Next 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 83: Coming Up Next 


Two weeks after the end of Breath of Fire, we filed into the 
conference room for another briefing. The table was less than a third 
full, this time. | was between Homura and Jenn, as usual; Zeke 
glanced my way as he entered before deciding to sit next to Max a 
few seats away instead. He had yet to accept any of my invitations to 
the various Warehouse activities; maybe Max was having better luck, 
but | doubted it. 


The speakerphone in the center of the table let out a few crackles 
and pops, then- 


“Hello? Is this thing on?” 
That was not Management's voice. 


Max broke into a wide grin. “Indy!” he said happily. “How’ve you 
been?” 


“Not,” ‘Indy’ replied. “Didn’t exist for a while. Back now, though. Hello 
everyone!” 


“Hi?” Tess said uncertainly. 
“Oh... uh... new people. Who’s that?” 
“Ah, introductions!” Max said. “Indy, we’ve picked up Cassandra 


Rolins, Theresa Richter, Dinah Alcott, and, uh, Zeke.” We each 
offered a ‘Hi’ aS our names were called. 


“Hello!” Indy said. “A pair of reasonable authority figures, a precog, 
and ‘uh, Zeke’ walk into a Jumpchain. | don’t know what the 
punchline is, but it’s nice to meet you all!” 


“And this,” Max continued, gesturing to the speakerphone, “is Indy, 
Management's intern.” 


“Is his name actually Indy, or is that a play on ‘Intern’?” Tess asked. 


“It’s actually a play on ‘independent’!” Indy said brightly. “And Indiana 
Jones, of course, ‘cause | was dealing with that at the time. I’m not 
really an intern; I’m actually a piece of Management’s self they break 
off when they need to delegate... or yell at someone.” 


“You don’t sound like Management at all,” Dinah said. 


“Well, yeah... we’re kind of responsible for everything that goes on 
around here, and sometimes they need someone to blame when 
something goes wrong. If they gave me the confidence to talk back 
when they bullied me, it'd defeat the point, right?” 


“That sounds terrible.” 


“Well...” Indy said, “we are the same being... kinda... so | have only 
myself to blame?” He-I was going to go with ‘he’ because his voice 
was identifiably masculine-cleared his throat and continued, “Well, 
anyway, it’s nice to chat, but | should probably get down to business: 
the Jump!” 


There was a pause. 


“Where is it...?” Indy muttered. “Aha! No, that’s not it.” Max hid his 
grin behind his hand as a sound like someone digging through a box 
of Legos escaped the speaker. Eventually, the tablets appeared in 
front of us, and | picked mine up curiously. 


Oh, dear. That was a name | hadn't seen in a long time. 


“Did that do it?” Indy asked. “Good. Sorry about the delay, things 
weren't where | left them. Anyway, uh, they left me a script 
somewhere... got it!” He cleared his throat again. “Now that Zion-” 


“Zeke,” Zeke interrupted. 


“Ah, sorry. Now that Zeke has had a decade to get used to being a 
man, it’s time to expand his horizons. Or should it be her horizons?” 


“His,” Zeke interrupted again. 


“Sorry! Look, I’m just following the script. They were pretty specific 
about that.” 


“It’s probably best to let them get it over with,” Ace said. 
Zeke flushed and bowed his head. “Sorry.” 


“Nah,” Indy said easily, “I get it. They’re obnoxious. We’re obnoxious. 
Still gotta ask ‘how high?’ when they say ‘jump’. *Ahem*”-how the 
hell did he pronounce asterisks like that?-’Now that Zeke has had a 
decade to get used to being a man, it’s time to expand his horizons. 
Or should it be her horizons? Maybe we'll get a moe- 
anthropomorphized space whale after all, Zion-chan! Get ready fora 
bunch of hilarious gender-bending highschool hijinks in E/ Goonish 
Shive! Again, sorry about that, Zeke.” 


“| don’t hold it against you,” Zeke said, actually sighing the words. 
“Thanks. So, uh, | know that Management normally sticks around to 
answer questions, but | don’t Know anything more than ‘Here, show 
them this, I’m busy,’ so I’m not sure how much use that would be, 
and I’ve got stuff to work on...” 

“We can ask Management our questions later,” | said. 


“Yeah, course. Oh! Cassandra! | have your shard power on my 
workbench right now. No idea when you'll get it because | have a pile 


of other stuff to get through first and time isn’t linear between our 
perspectives anyway, but it’s on the to-do list!” 


“Oh.” I'd more or less given up on ever getting that back. “Thanks. | 
appreciate it.” 


“No problem!” he chirped. “Ah, here they are-putting them on now.” 
There was a Click. 

“Right, I’m here,” Management said. “Ready for high school, Zion?” 
“It's Zeke.” 


“Whatever.” 


“How are the spots determined, exactly?” | asked Max. There had 
only been seven people who wanted to import to Breath of Fire in the 
first place. 


“Ah, right, | never did explain that.” He cleared his throat and 
launched into a lecture. “The system assumes eight slots and this 
Jump has eight slots, so we don’t need to go into alternate rules. It 
works like this: 


“First, no matter what, showing up to the meeting puts you ahead of 
everyone who didn’t show up. Two spots are reserved for any 
interested companions who have imported the fewest times, which 
are Zeke, Tess, Dinah, and You. One spot is for the companion who 
was recruited most recently, which is almost always the same list- 
there are some edge cases when things have gotten weird, but we 
don’t have to worry about that at the moment. One spot is Homura’s 
because she asked for first right of refusal on all Jumps going 
forward and | accepted before | realized how crowded things were 
going to get. The last four, plus any slots not taken by the people 
with ‘first dibs’, are randomly distributed amongst everyone else who 


wants in. The only bias there is towards the people who show up to 
these meetings, like | said; there’s one drawing for them, and then a 
second drawing for everyone else if there are still spots left. And 
that’s it.” 


“Okay, so if | understand you correctly, I’m guaranteed a slot if one of 
Zeke, Tess, or Dinah don’t want one, and have to do a raffle 
otherwise?” 


“Yas,” 
“You can have my spot,” Zeke said. “I don’t need the extra points.” 


“| don't ‘need’ them, either,” | said. “Besides, this is the first time you 
get to choose your build.” 


“SO?” 


“So you should have fun with it. | can make do with the basic import 
even if | don’t win the raffle. Uh... when do we do that?” 


“One week,” Max said. “I'd recommend planning on what to do if you 
don’t get the spot, and then just adding one or two extras if you win.” 


“You'll have a spot,” Dinah told me. “I don’t want to spend ten years 
in my-world-but-slightly-different-supernatural-powers.” 


“You’re sure?” | asked. 


“Yeah. | came along for the exotic stuff: other planets, fantasy 
kingdoms, that kinda thing.” She shot me a grin as she set her tablet 
down. “Have fun.” 


That started the exodus; about two-thirds of the people present 
excused themselves, many expressing similar levels of disinterest. 
The rest of us turned back to our tablets and started trying to figure 
out what we wanted. Getting Dinah’s spot meant I'd have a total of 
600 points to spend anywhere from the companion slot and bonus 
import, plus 600 points to spend only on magic. 


“Well this is a pickle,” | muttered as | went through the document. 
“Hmm?” Jenn asked. 

“Just thinking out loud.” My tablet was back to being a tablet, 
probably because Indy didn’t have the same configs or whatever 


Management used to keep track of this stuff. “Haven’t thought about 
this comic since middle school.” 


“You read it?” Homura asked. 

“Yeah... until it got uncomfortable.” 

“Is it... ‘iffy’?” Jenn asked cautiously. 

“No, it just had a lot of gender-bending at a time in my life where | 
was subconsciously repressing my gender identity, which was... 
well.” 

“Ah. Is it still uncomfortable?” 

“No.” | hope. 


“Then what's the problem?” 


| glanced up at Homura. “We were planning to run off and do 
something nice and far away from the plot. You know, as normal 
people-” 


“But there’s only one destination,” Jenn finished for me. 

“Not, that’s not it. I’m pretty sure there’s nothing stopping us from 
driving to the next city over... or the next state, or whatever. The 
thing is the ‘normal people’ bit.” 


“Why is that a problem?” 


“Problem?” Max asked, looking up from where he and Garrus were 
guiding Zeke through the build process. 


“It’s not a big problem,” | said quickly. “Just conflicted.” 
“How so?” 


| rolled my eyes and started from the top. “Il was planning to be as 
normal a human-or whatever passed for ‘vanilla mortal’ in case we 
ended up in, | don’t know, Redwall or something-as possible, but the 
Jump is offering shape-shifting. It’s the superpower I’d always 
wanted.” Max opened his mouth to say something, then decided to 
remain silent. “What?” | asked. 


“Nothing. Just amused.” 
“Because of the stereotype, right?” 
“| didn’t want to say it,” he said. 


“But that’s what you were thinking?” | asked, then added, “I’m not 
offended. | know I’m a stereotype.” 


“But you don’t want to be?” 


“No, that’s not it; | couldn’t care less about whether or not I’m 
stereotypical. It’s that Homura and | were going to run off and try to 
have a normal few years instead of wacky adventures.” 


“It’s not like Homura’s not going to take a full set of perks.” 


| frowned, then glanced at Homura. “It'd be a waste to not spend the 
points,” she said simply. 


“Okay, fair, but...” | sighed. “I thought I'd get to... | don’t know, scorn 
all the options for Power and whatnot like | was taking a stand 
against all the wish fulfillment business, but here | go Jumping 
again.” 


“You could ask Management to defer the perks or something,” Jenn 
suggested. 


“Defer?” 
“Yeah. You know, only give them to you after the Jump.” 
“That’s not the point.” 


“You wanted to turn down the perks to prove you weren't only in this 
for the power fantasy?” Max asked. 


“That might not be what | was thinking.” | sighed and turned back to 
Homura. “What are you taking?” 


She frowned at her tablet. “| haven’t decided. | don’t need more 
spells, but a lot of the meta-magic abilities are barely different 
enough from things that | already have that it would be useful to 
have both.” 


“Hmm.” | went back to staring at the options. “Let’s see, Drop-In 
perks... pretty meh. Can | spend the CP on spells?” 


“It Says so in the introduction,” Jenn said. 
“Whoops. Right, I'll probably do that then.” 


“| wouldn't bother,” Garrus said. “If you can ‘gain’ spells, the native 
magic system will give you a personally-tailored spell list 
automatically. You'd be better off taking perks that affect magic, 
since the spell list is a long list of canon spells you might be able to 
get naturally.” 


“The pricing is really steep, too,” Jenn added, “especially when you 
can get the ability to learn arbitrary spells and gain them all that 
way.” 


“You could be a Transuniversal Visitor,” Homura suggested. “It’s 
almost the same, except less out of context.” 


“Hmm... honestly, aside from High Magic Origins, |’m not sure what 
I'd take from there, either,” | said. “A lot of the two- and four-hundred 


perks aren’t particularly dazzling.” 


“If you’re thinking about spending a load of points on magic, Seer 
synergizes well with Examine,” Max noted. 


“First off, Seer is crazy expensive to slot, and second, | thought 
Examine wouldn't work in other worlds.” | blinked as something 
occurred to me. “Oh, and third: wasn’t Examine supposed to be 
somehow super cool and rare? We got another learn-spell ability the 
very next Jump.” 


“Examine is special because it’s not limited to magic,” Ace 
explained. 


“SO?” 


“So you could gain a venomous bite from a normal snake, just for 
example.” 


“Only if | can get around the limitation of it only working on certain 
monsters for certain skills,” | pointed out. 


“Well, yes, but it’s more a matter of ‘when’ than ‘if’.” 


“| was considering Seer for the catalyst creation myself,” Homura 
said. “It would be easier and faster than making virtue gems.” 


| glanced at her in surprise. “You can make arbitrary gems?” 
“Not easily, but yes.” 


“That's cool. | would love a crafting skill, and I'd love more magic, of 
course, but... shape-shifting.” 


“You can afford both if you don’t take anything else.” 


“Not if | want Greater Chimera.” 


“Have you looked at the drawbacks?” Max asked. “Some of the 
smaller ones are valid for Companions.” 


| laughed. “Nope. No way, not happening. | learned my lesson there.” 


“Fair enough. Maybe consider combining Seyunolu and Marked? 
You get one spell for free, no matter the cost, as long as you're 
eligible.” 


| went back to scrolling through the spells. “That solves the price 
issue for one spell, but adding one spell to my spellbook doesn’t 
seem that important when | can do a lot of these things with the 
magic | learned last Jump.” 


“Really?” Jenn asked. “I don’t think there were any spells like these 
in Breath of Fire.” 


“There weren't, but | soent more than three years learning to make 
my own.” 


“Is it possible to learn this power?” 


“Not from a Jedi,” | and several other people answered with varying 
levels of enthusiasm, resulting in a number of other people yelling 
“Nerds!” at us like a call-and-response bit in stage-theatre. 


“Anyway,” | continued, “As long as | have magic, I’m not terribly 
worried about getting any of these specific spells.” | flipped back to 
reread the introduction to the Magic section again, then added, “It’s 
sort of weird that the document makes a big deal out of your spells 
being based on your personality, only to just spit out a big list of 
canon abilities with no room for customization.” 


“And they’re expensive,” Someone added. 
“You can get magic without paying for it if you Awaken during the 


Jump,” Max said. “Should be easy for you, Cass, since you have 
Magical Powerhouse.” 


“Well, that’s nice, | guess.” | went through the perks again, then 
turned to the speaker at the center of the table. “Hey, Management?” 


“Yes, Cassandra?” 

“| was wondering if | could separate the background import from the 
background discounts. You know, use one background for discounts 
but go in without any memories like a Drop-In.” 


“Hah! No.” 


| sighed. “So much for that idea. Bleh, the Drop-In freebie is really 
underwhelming.” 


“You should go Nest Dweller for Talk To The Shirt,” Max said. 
“Fuck you for being right.” 
== XS=XS=X--- 


| sat and stared at the choices in front of me long enough that when | 
looked up, everyone else was gone. “Huh.” 


“Hmm?” 

“Oh, you’re still here?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“Why not?” Management asked. 

“Dunno. Figured you had other things to do.” 
“This is what | do.” 


“Oh. Yeah, | guess so, huh?” 


“Do you have anything you want to say, or are you just filling dead 
air?” 


“Yeah, actually,” | said, sitting up and addressing the speaker like | 
was interviewing it. “I have some questions. How is it that the entire 
world last Jump managed to follow JRPG tropes like it was working 
off a script?” 


“You are familiar with the anthropic principle.” 
“That’s not an explanation.” 


“It would be if you took the time to think about it,” they said, their 
voice taking on a weary, lecturing tone. “The story in Breath of Fire III 
requires certain tropes in order to happen, therefore, those tropes 
must be present in the world.” 


“So the coincidences, the way people speak and act, the weird 
mannerisms that only make sense in an isomorphic perspective-” 


“are all part of the world because that is the way the world is shown 
to work. If they weren’t the game would have been different, 
anthropic principle, QED.” 


“But why is it so... so blatant? | mean, sure, the world would have to 
line up with the game in our absence, but how did it manage to 
create a whole new, equally cliche JRPG plot around us? While 
we're at it, how did | end up in a hundred different perfectly episodic 
plots in Trek the decade before? How did a freak shuttle crash 
contort itself into a ham-fisted morality play?” 


“Those things happened because of the internal logic the worlds 
work on, just like events in every world. Last Jump only seems 
‘blatant’ to you because events stood out.” 


“Of course they stood out!” | snapped. “I got forced into the 
‘distressed damsel’ role four goddamn times! The first two I'll accept 
as a consequence of following Lina’s JRPG, uh, ‘instincts’-which | 


still can’t believe are a literal thing, even though they apparently are- 
but getting kidnapped by a dragon? Getting captured through 
cutscene incompetence? How does that happen?” 


“Each world operates on the rules necessary to produce the events 
shown in the original work.” 


“SO you're Saying it’s because the stories were poorly written?” 
“That isn’t what | said, but if you say it, | won’t argue.” 
| growled in frustration and banged my head against the table. 


“To be precise,” they continued, “the less the natural course of 
events requires causative elements to diverge from what you 
consider ‘reasonable’, the less you notice what you termed ‘blatant’ 
examples of abnormal causality.” 


“But there’s a... a threshold, for lack of a better term,” | countered. 
“You could have dropped us into a literal RPG-mechanics ’verse if 
you’d wanted to, couldn’t you?” 


“Of course.” 


“Then you could have gone the other way as well-put us into a Jess 
literal interpretation of the game, with fewer metaphorical zippers on 
the costumes.” 


“| could also have put you into Dungeon Defenders instead, but that 
wouldn't be Breath of Fire III either.” 


“Okay, but...” 
“Yes?” 


“Hold on, I’m trying to work out how to ask the question | actually 
want answered.” 


“You could have saved yourself some time if you’d done that before 
you opened your mouth.” 


| ignored the dig. 


Management let me think. It took a minute, but eventually, | had my 
question. 


“Is there a ‘guiding hand’ at work?” | asked. 
“Define ‘guiding hand’.” 


“A game master, or author, or... Fate? Whatever you want to call it. 
Is there a thumb on the scale of causality? And if so, whose?” 


| couldn’t see Management-and had no idea if they had anything I'd 
even recognize as a face-but their silence somehow conveyed the 
idea of the quizzically raised eyebrow regardless. 


“Like, going all the way back to Worm,” | continued, “I intruded on 
Taylor’s personal life-improving it, hopefully, at least in the short 
term-but she sti// ended up interrupting Lung versus Undersiders. 
She almost decided to go independent hero, but then Sophia chose 
the exact right moment to shatter her illusions and push her into 
villainy. Homura headshot Bakuda before she could make a mess, 
but we got another, functionally interchangeable mess with the Teeth 
instead. Then, after that, we ended up getting the canon mess with 
the Empire despite events having diverged so heavily that having 
them bounce back into the stations of canon strains credulity, and 
then Leviathan showed up. 


“Individually, | can see how one thing lead to another-except Coil’s 
gambit, that’s still a wallbanger-but all together, it really looks like 
someone was angling to keep things on the rails, or least close 
enough to be recognizable. It wasn’t until Maeve ganked Leviathan 
and Zion signed on that the world gave up on following the dotted 
line.” 


“You are seeing patterns because you are looking for them. This is 
what people who are smarter than you call ‘confirmation bias’.” 


“You really expect me to believe that was all coincidence?” 


“Well, you see, it turns out that adding more power and violence to 
an unstable criminal underworld doesn’t improve things, and adding 
a different amount of power and violence is only ever going to 
change the specifics.” 


“But it didn’t change the specifics!” | snapped. “That’s my whole 
point! We got one substitute subplot-the Teeth for the ABB-and 
everything else stuck to the script!” 


“lam unsure what you expect to gain by arguing this point. | do not 
micromanage the worlds | send you to. In fact, doing so would defeat 
the point of setting you loose in them in the first place.” 


| sighed and leaned forward to rest my forehead on the table. 
“What is the point, then?” | found myself asking. 

“Why, seeing what happens, of course.” 

“Put the rats in the maze and watch them go?” 


“Ah,” Management sighed, a trace of wistfulness in their weird, 
unquantifiably-inhuman voice. “If only you were so easily motivated.” 


=--X%S=XS==X-=- 
Fwap. 
Thwack. 


I'd headed to the Gym from the conference room, grabbed a racket, 
and started smashing a racquetball around one of the courts. Rita 
had joined me only a few minutes later, and we’d played in 
companionable silence ever since, save for the fwap of the racket 


hitting the ball and the thwack of the ball hitting the wall. Neither of 
us were keeping score, or even tracking whose turn it was with any 
real care; we were just volleying the ball back and forth for sport. 
Fwap. 

Thwack. 


Rita had joined me for a reason, though, eventually started the 
conversation she’d come to have. 


“Looks like you’re in luck,” she said. Fwap. 
“How so?” Thwack. 
“The next Jump is a good setting to lay low for a decade.” Fwap. 


“Yeah,” | agreed. Thwack. “And being back in the”-fwap-“twenty- 
first’-thwack-“century will feel just like home.” 


“Not planning to get involved in any of’-fwap-“the urban’”- 
thwack-“fantasy?” 


“Not planning on it. This is sort of a vacation”-fwap-“from the ‘chain”- 
thwack-“itself, if that makes sense?” 


Fwap. “Il see.”* Thwack. 

Fwap. 

Thwack.* 

On the next bounce, Rita caught the ball rather than hit it. | gave her 
a questioning glance, but she wasn’t looking at me; she was 
studying the ball like she’d never seen one before. 


“So,” she asked, still looking at the ball, “are you two... together?” 


“Huh?” 


“You and Homura,” Rita said. She looked up from the ball as she 
repeated, “Are you two together?” 


“Oh.” | laughed nervously. “No, nothing like that.” She was still 
looking at me, so | continued, “It’s not, uh, ‘romantic’? We’re close, 
but it’s ‘friends’ close, or maybe ‘family’ close.” 


“Ah.” Rita returned her eye to ball as she dribbled it against the floor 
of the court. “I thought she’d... nevermind.” 


“She'd what?” 


She shook her head. “She doesn’t get close to people, so | read too 
much into it.” 


“Aren't you two close, too?” 
“Not really, no.” 
There was an awkward pause. 


Without warning, Rita tossed the ball into the air and smashed it, 
sending it ricocheting across the room like a stray bullet. 


“Jesus, Rita!” | screamed as | dived for cover. The damn ball crossed 
the court front-to-back four times over before its first bounce! 


“Sorry.” She caught the ball again when it next passed her, then 
walked over and offered me a hand up. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 


“Was it something | said?” | whined as | let her pull me to my feet. 


“No, nothing like that. | just wanted to hit it as hard as | could before | 
left.” 


“You hit really hard.” 


“Mm.” 


Rita tossed me the ball and added, “Have a nice day, Cass,” before 
heading for the door. 


“How close is ‘not really’, if you don’t mind me asking?” | called after 
her. 


Rita turned back to me. 


“| don’t,” she said, “but I’m not sure how much more descriptive | can 
get. Max pushed us together when | joined, for obvious reasons, and 
she helped me adjust to...” She waved her racket at the room 
around us. “We talked about ‘looping’, since it’s not something even 
other people here have dealt with, but it was never as personal as... 
it could be.” 


“| see.” 


We stood there for a moment-Rita unsure if | was done, me unsure 
what else to say. 


“What about you?” | asked. “Are you ‘with’ anyone?” 
“No. I-” Rita trailed off, mouth twisting in discomfort. “I am not.” 
“Sorry.” 


She grunted, hovering between staying and leaving. After a long 
moment, Rita sighed and admitted, “It wouldn’t be Keiji. It’s foolish: | 
barely knew him, and we spent our last hour together trying our 
damnedest to kill each other, but-| don’t Know why I’m telling you 
this.” 


“Because | asked?” 
Rita shrugged. 


“If you want to talk about it...” 


“It’s in the past,” she said. “A long way in the past. I’m not carrying a 
torch so much as | just don’t feel a connection to other people the 
way | did with him.” 


“Ah.” 
There was another pause. 


“If you don’t mind me asking...” /’m saying that a lot this 
conversation. “Why haven’t you gone home?” 


“| can't.” 


“Oh.” | almost asked ‘Why?’, but decided that probably was 
something she’d mind. “Sorry.” 


“Don’t be. You’re just curious.” 
| nodded. 


“As for why-no, I’m not peeking at your thoughts, you’re just easy to 
read”-she ignored my indignant huff-“it has to do with how Max 
recruited me. He decided to be clever: by paying the fee to adda 
companion that time, he was able to officially ‘recruit’ me during the 
Jump. | still died, only to pop up in the Warehouse afterward, good 
as new. It got around the ‘there can only be one’ restriction... but if | 
were to go back now, I’d be dead.” 


“Oh.” | didn’t want to say ‘sorry’ again, so | found myself asking, “Is 
that really the best he could do?” before | had time to think better of 
it. 


Rita snorted. “Probably not, but it’s what he did, and it’s more than 
anyone else could have done.” 


“And Management can’t fix things?” 


“Or won't. Only they know which. Doesn’t matter.” 


She took my baffled silence to mean the conversation was over and 
left after nodding farewell. 


Fucking Management. 


| hit the ball as hard as | could, but taking out my frustrations like this 
wasn't as satisfying after seeing what Rita could do to one. 
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Chapter 84: Plots, Plans, Preparations 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 84: Plots, Plans, Preparations 


“SO,” | said. “High school?” 
“High school,” Zeke agreed. 


It was the evening of the next day, and he’d ventured out into the 
Palace---the restaurant, | mean---rather than eat dinner in his room. 
It was still just the two of us at the table, as hidden in a corner as it 
was possible to be, but it was progress. 


“Thoughts?” 


He hummed. “I’m not eager to repeat the same age | was last Jump,” 
he said, “but at least things will be different.” 


“You didn’t have a good time last Jump?” 


“No, it was a perfectly good life. | would still rather not do the same 
thing twice in a row.” 


“Yeah,” | agreed. “Il wouldn’t want to do the same thing back to back 
either. Any thoughts on high school specifically? Attending it, | mean- 
--you must have observed hundreds of them on Bet, right?” 


“| would describe myself as ‘cautiously intrigued’. All of the 
observations of human sociality and culture | made as Zion have 
been remarkably unhelpful in allowing me to understand what it is 
like to truly experience something as one of you.” 


“Is that because of the alien mindset, or just the... not ‘impartiality’... 
starts with a ‘D’?” 


“Dispassionateness?” Zeke suggested. 
“Not quite.” 
“Detachment?” 


“Yeah, there you go, thank you. Is that because of the alien mindset, 
or just the detachment with which you made those observations?” 


He considered the question for a moment. 


“| don’t think there is really a distinction to be made between the 
two,” Zeke decided. “We talked about the Hard Problem of 
Consciousness, remember?” 


“| do.” 


“Well, the idea of ‘sensation’---| used color as an example, but it 
applies to all of your senses---is one of the largest differences 
between the so-called ‘alien’ mindset and the human one,” he 
explained. “We did not ‘see color’, we detected electromagnetic 
radiation and analyzed its wavelength. You smell things; we 
determined the chemicals dissolved in the local atmosphere. Et 
cetera.” 


“Did you have consciousness?” | asked. “Sorry, that’s probably rude- 


“It’s a fair question,” he interrupted. “I would say ‘yes’, with the 
caveat that it was not a consciousness that a human would 
recognize as such. We did not have a clear distinction between 
stimulus and experience, but we were capable of things that 
separate conscious minds from something like an expert system.” 


“Like what?” | asked. “Learning, extrapolating, predicting, guessing--- 
none of those are unique to consciousness.” 


“What about imagination?” 
“| wasn’t aware you had one---damn it, that sounds really rude.” 


Zeke took the comment with good humor. “I did not, or at least | did 
not have a particularly good one, but the Thinker was, in many ways, 
specialized for it.” 


“Oh.” | blinked. “I guess it’s in the name, huh?” 


“It is,” he agreed. “To get back to the original topic: | know many 
things about high school, but | do not know what it is like to be in 
high school. The observations | made are not useful for 
‘extrapolating, predicting, or guessing’ at a subjective human- 
consciousness experience, which leaves my new imagination 
without anything to work with. Were you one of the people who 
enjoyed your schooling?” 


“No, | wasn’t. | think | had some sort of undiagnosed learning 
disability or something, because some things were just a hundred 
times harder for me than for anyone else.” 


“What sort of things?” 


“Writing,” | said. “Writing was a big problem for me---the, uh, 
‘composition’ aspect, mostly, though | struggled with the physical 
task just by association. They tried letting me take tests ona 
computer so | could type instead of write, but that didn’t even solve 
half the problem. 


“| just had this... this mental hangup around putting sentences down 
on a page. | could do one-word responses, or single sentences in 
isolation, but a paragraph? A whole essay? No chance.” | sighed and 
shook my head. “I only graduated because they let me take some of 
my finals verbally... and then for some stupid reason | went to 
college and failed because the problem hadn't suddenly solved itself. 
Well, | mean, that wasn’t the only reason | dropped out, or even the 
biggest one, but it certainly helped put the final nail in the coffin.” 


He asked a question I’d heard a hundred times before. “Why was it 
so hard?” 


“That's the million dollar question, isn’t it? | don’t know. Like | said, it 
might’ve been a learning disability of some sort. Or maybe nothing 
caused it, and | was just... | don’t know. Deficient.” 


“But wouldn't any such ‘deficiency’ be a learning disability?” 
“Not if they can’t find it. Then it’s just me failing at simple tasks.” 


Zeke winced. “It seems fairly obvious why you did not like high 
school.” 


“I'd say so.” 
“Was the problem ever resolved?” 


“Not really,” | said. “Il mean, it was solved, magicked away with my 
depression and anxiety and PTSD and all that crap after we left Bet-- 
-wait, no, | didn’t have any issues on Bet either. | guess | did pick up 
a ‘mental wellness’ perk earlier... regardless, it was still ‘magicked 
away’ by the ‘chain somehow, rather than having been ‘resolved’ in 
the sense of being addressed.” 


“And none of the accommodations helped?” 


“No... but then again, | was never comfortable asking for 
accommodations in the first place. Probably because | was never 
actually diagnosed with any sort of disability. | thought that if the 
doctors couldn't find anything, then it must be all in my head. It 
wasn't that | needed help, it was that | wasn’t good enough, and 
getting extra help would be cheating.” 


Something---maybe the thought of that ‘failure’---prompted me to 
press on and defend myself. “It’s not like | didn’t try to write. | did! | 
really, really tried. Sometimes, | even managed to get something 


down on paper, to push through whatever the problem was and write 
a few sad, sorry pages of essay. And you know what? 


“The times | succeeded were the worst.” 


That confused him. “The successes were worse than the failures?” 
Zeke asked. “Why?” 


“Expectations,” | said. “All my ‘successes’ did was raise people’s 
expectations. My writing was... well, it was at or above my grade 
level, so clearly | could write. Once they saw that, the question 
wasn’t ‘Why can’t you write?’ but ‘Why don’t you write?’ Like | was 
being obstinate. | clearly knew how, so they expected me to do it 


again when I'd only just barely, laboriously, with excruciating effort 
managed to do it once.” 


My rant had Zeke looking at me like | was a particularly interesting 
puzzle. “What about emails?” he asked. 


“Same problem.” 
“Math problems?” 


“| didn’t like doing it because it involved physically writing words with 
a pencil,” | said, “but it wasn’t the same problem as writing essays.” 


“Taking notes in class?” 


“Same as math problems, except worse because it involved more 
writing.” 


“How was your penmanship?” he asked. 
“Sloppy, but not illegible.” 
“Spelling?” 


“Fine?” | said. “At least before spell-checkers made me lazy about it.” 


“What about text messages?” 

“With a proper keyboard, yeah, but | don’t like doing it on a phone.” 
“SO emails were out, but short-form messages were fine?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

“Was this always the case, or did it start at a certain point?” 

“Third grade.” 

“Was there any specific traumatic event that year?” 

“No. Why?” 


Zeke gave a small half-shrug. “I was thinking about selective 
mutism.” 


“Why’s that?” 


“Your experience sounds very similar to selective mutism, except for 
written words rather than spoken words,” he explained. “Selective 
mutism (SM), also known as situational mutism, is an anxiety 
disorder in which a person normally cannot speak in specific 
situations or to specific people if triggered. Selective mutism usually 
co-exists with social anxiety disorder, citation note one---” 


“Did you just say ‘citation note one’ out loud?” 
“’m quoting Wikipedia.” 


Of course he was. “Do you have the entirety of Wikipedia 
memorized?” 


“The useful parts, at least, though ‘memorized’ implies the wrong 
process of data transfer. | have it stored, but it is not part of my 
‘memories’ until | actually access it.” 


“Huh.” 


“As it was written by humans for humans, I’ve found it more useful 
than my own observations for many things,” Zeke added. “Including 
my still-limited understanding of high school. Which brings us back to 
what we were discussing before this tangent: parallels to selective 
mutism.” 


“Right, sorry. Go on.” 


He did. “Sometimes, people with selective mutism can speak single 
word responses. Sometimes, they can speak to certain people, but 
not others, or not strangers, or not crowds; or in certain places but 
not in others. They can usually communicate fine in other ways, such 
as sign language or writing. If you invert ‘speaking’ and ‘writing’, it 
matches your experience, doesn't it?” 

It did sound awfully similar. 

“Does that... happen?” | asked. “Going selectively, uh, illiterate?” 


“| do not know of any documented cases, but based on your 
description, | would say yes.” 


“Huh.” | rubbed the back of my neck as | glanced away. “I have to 
admit, | never really thought there’d be an explanation for it.” 


“Beyond ‘undiagnosed learning disability’?” 


“| didn’t really believe that,” | admitted. “I thought | was just, well, 
deficient.” 


“That it was ‘all in your head’,” Zeke echoed. 
“Yeah.” 


“As opposed to all other learning disabilities, which are located in 
other places.” 


“Har har, smartass,” | groused. “Know what you’re doing for the 
Jump?” 


He cocked his head in confusion. “High school?” 

“| meant, you know, perks and background.” 

“Ah. No, not yet.” 

“Have you decided whether you want new memories or not?” 

Zeke shrugged. “I’m ambivalent. | think the last ten years have given 
me a good enough grounding in human life that | won't be surprised, 
and they might help me blend in better. On the other hand, I’m not 
comfortable being part of a human family; | still feel like too much of 
an outsider for that.” 

“Wouldn't you be going in with people, the way you did last Jump?” 
“| would, but that has its own complications. Wouldn’t you consider it 
odd to suddenly have familial relationships with people you 
previously didn’t?” 

“I’ve already had it happen once,” | pointed out. 

“Was it odd?” 

“Well... yes. But it wasn’t bad.” 

“But it was socially disruptive.” 

“It... did change the nature of some relationships.” 

“Well, with regard to memories, | don’t have a strong preference 
either way,” Zeke said, “so whether or not | get them depends mostly 


on the origin | choose, which is also a difficult choice.” 


“Too many things you want, or too few?” 


“Too few, | think, and some things I’m fairly sure | don’t want. For 
example, the Not That Complicated perk.” 


“Which one was that?” | asked. 
“The largest perk in the Boy Scout tree.” 
“The capstone? What’s wrong with it?” 


“Simple,” he said. “Il may not want to remain true to myself. What if 
‘true to myself’ means discarding what I’ve learned about morality 
and the rights of sentient beings and returning to the way | was?” 


“Well, that would be bad, but | don’t think that’s what the perk is 
supposed to do. What’s the exact text, again?” 


Zeke cleared his throat and recited, “The hardest part of people 
staying true to themselves is knowing what ‘true to themself’ actually 
is, and what it is in life they really value. Even once they’ve got that 
sorted, oftentimes they'll run into situations they never anticipated, 
and have to figure out how to apply their priorities all over again. Not 
you, though; you’ve got this sort of thing figured out. You have an 
unshakeable understanding of your own moral foundations. No 
charlatan can persuade you to act against your nature, no magic can 
alter your values, and even if something truly unprecedented 
happens, it will only take you moments to figure out how it factors 
into your morality. This effect passes itself on to any duplicates of 
you, as well; even if they were supposed to be an evil twin or 
brainwashed replicate, in the end they'll share your ironclad moral 
compass.” 


“It doesn’t actually change your morality,” | said. “It’s an anti- 
brainwashing perk.” 


“But from a certain point of view, Max brought me along with the 
express purpose of brainwashing me,” he countered. “The most 
worrying clause is that ‘no charlatan can persuade you to act against 
your nature’. We both know what my ‘nature’ is. The perk’s 


description might assume a ‘moral paragon’ archetype, but it would 
work just as well to keep an evil person evil as it does to keep a 
good person good.” 


“| don’t think it works like that, but I’ll admit that your concern is well 
placed.” 


“Garrus suggested | take Nest Dweller, because it has some 
parallels with my experience as an outsider to human culture, but the 
perks---and history---seem very specific.” 


“What do you mean, ‘specific’?” | asked. 


“They imitate a specific character’s ability set, rather than being a 
general, cohesive whole. They aren’t even the whole ability set 
because the other half is in the Magic section. Speaking of which, 
did you end up taking the shape-shifting Magic origin?” 


“Yeah, | did. I’ll admit that being a Seer sounded cool, but it would 
need a 900-point slot that would pretty much be dedicated to it and it 
alone, since | don’t expect to get anything else worth that much, well, 
ever.” 


“Which is more restrictive than three 300-point perks, even if they 
cost the same,” Zeke said. 


“Yeah.” 


“So what did you take?” he asked. “Besides the shape-shifting, | 
mean.” 


| started counting off on my fingers. “Well, | choose Drop-In, 
obviously, given my feelings on imports and such. | took Shoulder 
Spirits because it was free, but the rest of the Drop-In perks are 
pretty ‘meh’. But then again, Seyunolu has what amounts to an 
entire perk tree to itself, so I’ve got plenty of options. I’m absolutely 
taking Greater Chimera and Transformation Mentat. The only 
decision | have left is whether | want to spend my last four hundred 


points buying Telekinesis and Zoolinguism from there alongside 
Weirdness Apathy, or grabbing the Drop-In Magic Resistance 
capstone with either Weirdness Apathy or Zoolinguism. 


“I’m not really that fond of animals, but | think being able to 
understand and be understood might change that. On the other 
hand, being able to fool around with superpowers without people 
caring could be nice. Telekinesis would be cool, too, | guess---it’d let 
me fly again, for one thing---but the description doesn’t ‘wow’ me. 
The third option is to ignore all of that and take TF Healthcare from 
Nest Dweller instead, but that rubs my urge to optimize the wrong 
way. It didn’t occur to me until | started having to deal with the trade- 
offs, but slots are based on what you pay, not the absolute value of 
the perk, so you effectively have to pay the penalty for twice.” 


“If you don't like the Drop-In perks, why not go Nest Dweller 
instead?” Zeke asked. 


“Because, A, I’d have a past---and a really weird one, at that---and B, 
I'd be a teenager again. Oh, and the freebie just straight-up alters my 
perception of social norms or something, which is fucking weird.” 
“You could decline the free perk.” 


“That’s true, but it doesn’t change the other two points.” 


Zeke nodded. “I’d choose magic resistance and apathy,” he said, 
“but I’m biased.” 


“How so?” 


“| don’t like magic. I’m not sure | want to take magic this Jump at all. | 
avoided it completely last time.” 


That surprised me. “Why’s that?” 


“Several reasons. First, I’m suspicious of it. Some species we 
observed interpreted the granted powers as their cultural analogue 


of the human notion of magic, so I’m uncomfortable accepting any 
mysterious abilities as being such. It makes me feel like | ended up 
in the ‘experimental group’. Magic in this Jump has some sort of 
alien intelligence behind it, which only makes my suspicions seem 
justified.” 


“Ah, right. | saw that in the document.” 
“| thought you were familiar with the work.” 


“| mean, I’m ‘familiar’ with it in that | read a portion of it,” | said. “A 
pretty large portion, by most webcomic standards, but | guess | didn’t 
read enough... huh, if we’re outside of time, the library probably has 
the whole thing.” 


“That is my understanding.” 


| chuckled and shook my head. “You’ve never read a webcomic 
update to update.” 


“| have not.” 
“Nevermind. So, the first reason is ‘suspicion’---what else?” 


“Magic is weird,” Zeke said. “| know physics. | understand physics. 
Same with math, chemistry, engineering---they have consistent, 
unchanging rules, provided you don’t do strange things with your 
givens, like working in a rotating reference frame or introducing 
infinities and infinitesimals. The thing that distinguishes magic from 
science is that magic doesn’t obey those rules. Some versions of 
magic don’t even obey their own rules! I’m not sure | want to work 
with anything | can’t completely understand.” 


“Even if it lets you do things you couldn't do otherwise?” 
“Especially then---that’s the third reason. I’m not sure | should have 


magical abilities, and I’m honestly surprised anyone is okay with me 
getting them. If | were to return to my native ‘verse with magical 


abilities and resume my previous course, the amount of destruction | 
would cause may be exponentially higher than it would have been 
otherwise, and that amount is already unconscionable. If those 
abilities were then shared with---or stolen by---other Aggregates, 
there might not be any other life left in the universe within a scant 
billion Earth years.” 


“Okay,” | said. “First off, | need to point out that---even knowing we’re 
all immortal---a billion years is such an unfathomably huge amount of 
time that prefacing it with ‘scant’ challenges my ability to take the 
statement seriously.” 


“lm... sorry?” 


“Don’t worry about it---I just had to point that out before | asked the 
real question. Do you not trust yourself to not do that?” 


“I’ve never had to deal with temptation before,” Zeke said. 
“Never in ten years of life?” 


“Nothing that compares to this. The original bargain Max struck with 
me was that | would follow every instruction he gave for the 
remaining nine and a half years, and in exchange, he would allow 
me to join him and look for a way to revive the Thinker. That was the 
only thing he could offer that would attract my attention, after all, and 
once | realized he was sincere, and that such a way may exist, it 
overrode all other considerations.” 


| nodded. 


“When | heard that this ‘verse has ‘individualized’ magic that is 
‘tailored’ to each person, | began to worry that | might get that ability. 
I'd be able to revive the Thinker, and | have no idea what would 
happen next. Would the Thinker pay attention to my input? Would | 
be able to say no if it didn’t?” 


“Ironically, the way that one Boy Scout perk is written, it’d be perfect 
for getting the ability to say ‘no’.” 


“It would if being ‘true to myself’ meant saying ‘no’,” Zeke agreed. “! 
am not confident it is, and it wouldn’t help me deal with the former 
problem. | was the subservient one in the partnership. | didn’t make 
the decisions. | didn’t have the imagination to do so, which is what 
led to the status quo on Bet in the first place.” 


“You wouldn't have to leave just because you got what you came 
for,” | pointed out. “You could stay as long as it took to gain enough, 
um, ‘stuff’ to make sure things will go the way you want them to go.” 


“But | would want to leave. Reviving the Thinker is, as | said, my 
overriding consideration.” 


“And you've never had to deal with temptation before---or at least, 
not to this degree.” 


“Yes.” Zeke cleared his throat, then said, “Enough about that,” with 
considerable finality. “What animal did you choose for your Seyunolu 
transformation?” 


“Haven't decided yet. ‘Cat’ is the easy, boring answer, but I'd like 
something a little less... pedestrian?” 


“You don't fit the ‘catgirl’ archetype, anyway.” 

“Oh?” | asked. “What animal do you associate with me?” 

Zeke sat and sweat for a moment. “I would like to retract everything 
associated with my previous statement. Can we proceed as though | 
didn’t say that?” 

“Sure.” | cleared my throat and repeated, “‘Cat’ is the easy, boring 


answer, but I’d like something a little less pedestrian.” Before he 
could figure out a good way to continue the conversation, | added, “1 


could use some ideas. Hey, Zeke, what animal do you associate with 
me?” 


He glowered at me. 
“Relax,” | said. “It’s not a trick question; I’m honestly curious.” 


My ‘reassurance’ got me an eye-roll, but he did consider the 
question. 


“A crow,” Zeke decided after a few moments’ thought. “Wait, no---a 
raven.” 


| raised an eyebrow. 

“Ravens form smaller social groups,” he explained. 

It was my turn to glower across the table. 

“They’re also... fluffier?” 

| couldn't keep a straight face against that, and let out a choked sort 
of chortle that made my throat itch. “A raven’s not a bad idea,” | 
admitted once I’d recovered, “and it'd be cool to be the right size to 
actually fly, rather than flapping about in a vaguely downward glide 
like a overfed chicken.” 


“The square-cube law is a harsh mistress.” 


“And gravity’s a bitch. That said, | think I’d enjoy something a little 
more... cuddly.” 


“Ravens can be cuddly.” 
“Have you ever cuddled a bird?” 
“| haven't cuddled a lot of things,” Zeke said, which had me laughing 


into my hand. “There’s no reason a bird would be any worse at 
cuddling than a cat or dog. Feathers are fluffy.” 


“I’ve had feathers,” | countered. “Down feathers might be fluffy, but 
wing-feathers are stiff and poke-y.” 


“So are elbows.” 


| spent several moments trying to put together a counterargument 
and came up empty. 


“You're thinking something mammalian, then?” he asked. 


“Yeah. The problem I’m having is that | don’t like any of the 
personality stereotypes.” 


“For ownership, or the animals themselves?” 


“The... hybrid, | guess?” | said. “You know, cat-girls, bunny-girls, et 
cetera.” 


“Wouldn't that be more of a trope than a stereotype? Or were there 
animal traits among your home ‘verse’s population?” 


“Huh? No---well, not biologically, but it’s fairly easy to put a pair of 
ears on a headband and a tail on a belt.” 


Zeke stared at me for a moment. 

“You are a truly inexplicable species,” he said. 

| shrugged. 

“Idiosyncrasies aside,” he continued, “dogs are out, too?” 
“Yeah. Not fond of that stereotype, either.” 


“Let’s see...” Zeke propped his head on his hand for a moment as he 
thought. “What about wild canines, like wolves or coyotes?” 


“lll put that under maybe.” 


“Foxes? Ferrets? Raccoons?” 
“FOx and raccoon are decent ideas. They’re clever, like ravens.” 
“And sufficiently cuddly.” 


He spent another moment thinking before he exclaimed, “Oh! What 
about a bear?” 


“Because you think I'd make a good bear, or just because you want 
to hug one?” 


“Doesn't everyone want to hug a bear?” Zeke asked. “You have an 
entire cultural phenomenon related to small, huggable bear effigies.” 


“Well... okay, point.” 


| sat down next to Homura for breakfast the following morning. “Got 
your build figured out?” | asked. 


“| do,” she said. “I decided to take Seer---the spell catalysts are an 
easier and faster way of distributing spells than my previous 
methods.” 


“Virtue gems, you said.” 


“Among others. They’re more flexible than Spell Catalysts because 
they can also grant skills and talents, but creating them is 
significantly harder even if | don’t take the additional time to render 
them ‘safe’.” 


“Safe’? You mean preventing, um, ‘side effects’?” 


“Yes. | have perks that let me remove the side effects, but that’s 
another step in the creation process, and not one | would rush. The 
gems also require someone to have a source of ‘mana’ to call on 
unless they’re willing to resort to Blood Magic.” 


“Wait,” | said. “Does that mean that | can’t use Virtue Gems because 
neither Breath of Fire mages nor Harry Potter wizards use ‘mana’?” 


“You could link a virtue gem to Blood Magic if you needed to use it, 
but otherwise, that is correct.” 


“What does casting from hit points mean when you don't have ‘hit 
points’ as an abstraction of your physical health?” 


“Blood Magic is rather literal, in this case,” Homura said. “Each cast 
consumes some of your blood. Cast a little and you'll feel woozy, as 
though you’d just had blood drawn; cast too much and you'll lethally 
exsanguinate yourself.” 


“Eugh.” 


“That is why Virtue Gems are only practical in worlds where most 
people have some level of mana.” 


“Is this world one of those?” 
“! believe so.” 
So I’d have a ‘mana bar’ next Jump. Good to know. 


“By contrast,” Homura continued, “in my own world, they would only 
be usable by Magical Girls, and would darken our gems just like our 
own magic.” 


“While the catalysts work off their own internal power store instead.” 


“And if that power is exhausted, they can run off a person’s personal 
mana supply.” 


“Flexible,” | said. 


“Precisely. | have many ways of enchanting ‘catalysts’, but there are 
always trade-offs in performance. Generally, what you gain in one 
area---ease of production, flexibility, power, and lifespan, to name a 


few---you pay for in another. For example, using Dresden Files 
magic to enchant something can produce very powerful artifacts, but 
it takes a very long time to make an item well. These Catalysts are 
quick to make and recharge, but with the trade-off that they won’t 
last as long as, for example, one of The Elder Scrolls’ staffs. Still, it’s 
more efficient than making single-use items, like scrolls or spell 
cartridges.” 


“What’s a spell cartridge?” 


“A magical spell with the form-factor of a bullet.” Homura gestured, 
and an illusion sprang into being showing a cutaway of a clockwork 
bullet. All of the labels were in Japanese, but she continued 
explaining, so | didn’t need them anyway. 


“Instead of striking primer, the firing pin releases a spring that spins a 
coded cylinder against a comb---similar to how a music box works--- 
to create sound for the ‘verbal’ component of the spell. The same 
spring turns specially-shaped cogs for the somatic component--- 
technically a ‘physical’ component because there’s no body involved, 
but it’s still referred to as a somatic component the same way the 
sound is called a ‘verbal’ component---with any material reagents 
necessary packed into the center of the rotating cylinder. 
Unfortunately, they’re only economical if you stamp them out in bulk, 
and they'll jam most modern firearms.” 


It wasn’t hard to spot the problem. “There’s no recoil,” | said. “You’d 
need a revolver, or maybe a lever-action. Nothing self-cycling.” 


“Correct. To be precise, there is a small amount---the mechanism 
burns out energetically from the magical energy involved, or they'd 
be reusable---but far too little to cycle a semi-automatic.” Homura 
dismissed the illustration and cut a precise three-centimeter square 
off her French toast. “What about you? Finish your build?” 


“Nearly. Two more choices left to make.” 


She questioned me with an eyebrow. 


“First,” | said, “I’m still trying to decide whether my last four-hundred 
points should buy Zoolinguism, Telekinesis, and Weirdness Apathy, 
or Magic Resistance and either Zoolinguism or Weirdness Apathy. 

Second, I’m not sure if | want my animal half to be a fox or a raven.” 


“Go with a fox.” 

“Why?” 

“Would you rather go with a raven?” Homura asked. 

“| don’t know. Why did you say fox?” 

“| chose one to break through your choice paralysis---it’s not 
important which one | chose, only how you felt about it. Were you 
happy or disappointed with my choice?” 

| gave ita moment’s though. 

“Happy,” | decided. 


“Then choose fox.” 


“Okay, but why did you choose fox? Was it really random, or did you 
have a feeling I’d go for that one?” 


“You were feathered last Jump and have stated a preference for 
variety.” 


“Fair enough.” | went back to my food for a moment, then added, 
“I’ve left most of my slots empty, this time. | put in all my alt-forms so 
| can ‘learn’ them for shape-shifting, but that doesn’t really count, as 
far as I’m concerned.” 


| almost stopped there, but | felt compelled to admit, “Well, | also 
kept the health improvements... and my memory perk, because I’m 
not sure what would happen if | took that off... and Magical 
Powerhouse because Max suggested | use it to Awaken...” Homura 


was giving me a /ook. “Okay, there are a lot of exceptions, but | left 
some of my slots empty.” 


“What about your magical abilities? Don’t you have some shape- 
shifting spells?” 


“Only the Lamia transformation, but | guess there’s no reason not to 
slot it.” 


“And Potterverse magic?” 
“’m not an animagus.” 


“Why not become one?” she asked. “You probably have time before 
the Jump.” 


“Aren't animagi rare specifically because becoming one is a long and 
difficult process?” 


“Normally, yes, but we’re not limited to what is ‘normal’.” 
That was convenient. “How does that work?” 
“| don’t know the specifics, only that it is an option.” 


“lll ask Jenn about it. Oh, speaking of Jenn, she asked if I’d be 
willing to do a Jump with her one of these days...” 


“And you think now would be a good time,” Homura concluded. “Did 
she tell you how she wanted to do the Jump?” 


“You mean, ‘Did she ask to be my daughter?” 
“| didn’t want to say it if she hadn't.” 


“Well, she did. Is there anyone here who hasn't heard about her, 
uh...” 


“Choice of adoptive parent?” Homura suggested. “Unlikely.” 


| sighed. 


“Were you planning to be her adoptive parent this Jump?” she 
asked. 


“| don’t know. We talked about it a bit after Worm and agreed that it 
didn’t make a whole lot of sense, since she’s a hundred years older 
than | am.” 


“That doesn’t mean you can’t play at being mother and daughter,” 
Homura said, “or aunt and niece, or however you decide to define 
the relationship.” 


“Sounds like you have no objection to inviting her, then?” 


“None at all. Oh, before | forget, you should slot your politeness perk 
if you have room for it.” 


“Ouch. You could use a politeness perk.” 
Homura gave me a level stare. 


“Message received,” | mumbled. 


Jenn, as it happened, was in the Warehouse’s single holodeck. I'd 
never actually used it myself; the waiting list was too long to justify 
the effort, and the novelty had worn off long before I’d left Voyager. 
To be honest, | didn’t even know where it was this break until Dragon 
guided me there. 


Given that holodeck time was one of the few scarce resources to be 
found in the Warehouse, I’d decided to wait for her time-slot to end 
rather than interrupt her. | didn’t want to miss her, though, so | ended 
up spending a few minutes on a bench outside the interchangeable 
town building with a guy I’m pretty sure I’d never spoken to. 


“You next in line for the Holodeck?” | asked. 


“Yes. You waiting for Jenn?” 
“Yas,” 
There. Now | had spoken to him. 


The door opened right on time to reveal the plain yellow-on-gray grid 
and Jenn herself---aged somewhere in her late teens, at the 
moment---wearing a strange brown robe, the loose fabric tied close 
to her body with thin ropes to keep it from catching on things. We 
stood up; | waited while the guy on the bench with me exchanged a 
short greeting with her as he went in, then called, “Hey, Jenn.” 


“Hi, Cass!” she said. “Were you waiting for me?” 


“Only a minute or two. | was wondering if, uh...” | stumbled over my 
words a bit. “If... you still wanted to do a Jump together?” 


Jenn’s face fell. “Oh, | do,” she said, “but | sort of made plans for this 
Jump already? Sorry...” 


“No, it’s fine, it doesn’t have to be this Jump! | just thought that, you 
know, since this was a nice, low-key ‘modern times’ Jump, it would 
be a good time to... well, if you still want me to try being a mom...” 


She hid... something with a cough. “Cass,” Jenn said slowly, “I’m 
really, really grateful that you’re willing to do that, but... well, like | 
said, | wasn't really talking to you when | asked---! was talking to the 
person you might have become. So, even if you were the perfect 
parent, you still wouldn't be the person I’d wanted---and that isn’t 
your fault! It’s that | wanted someone else and was too eager to 
realize | wasn’t talking to her.” 


“Oh.” 
“Sorry---” 


“No, no,” | said, waving her apology away. “I get it. And it’s probably 
better that we realize that now than go in and have things become a 


mess.” 

“It still stings, though, doesn’t it?” 

| bit my lip. 

“Yeah, a little.” 

“I’m glad you’re different,” she said. “You’re happier.” 


“What, did | end up with so much trauma it wrapped right around to 
making me a functional person?” 


“Well... yes.” 

“Seriously?” 

Jenn shrugged. “Il mean, would you have hid yourself away in an 
abandoned missile silo to build a giant killing machine if you were 
happy with your life?” 

“... probably not, no.” 


“Well, there you go.” 


| couldn’t completely stifle a laugh at the frankness of her 
assessment. 


“I'd still love to do a Jump together,” Jenn said. “Not this one---plans, 
sorry---but maybe the next one?” 


“That sounds great, assuming we're not going to... | don’t know, 
Alien or something.” 


She laughed. “Yeah, I'd skip that one, too. Anything else | can help 
you with?” 


“Huh? Oh, yeah, | almost forgot. Homura thought I’d have time to 
become an animagus by next Jump...” 


“And she sent you to me, because | am the potions master,” Jenn 
said with a self-assured grin. “Come on, I'll show you my /aboratory.” 
She enunciated it /Jah-bor-a-tory. “Now, unfortunately, this isn’t going 
to be ready before the Jump starts, but maybe a day or two 
afterward? Normally, it takes a bare minimum of one whole month, 
and there’s only so many corners we can cut. If you were doing this 
the hard way, you'd have to hold a mandrake leaf in your mouth from 
full moon to full moon---” 


“Aren't those poisonous?” 


“Well, yes, but a single small leaf won’t hurt you if you swallow it--- 
just make you a little sick to your stomach and force you to start over 
next month. So, the first step is holding the mandrake leaf in your 
mouth for an entire month, which you then have to use to make a 
potion---normally you’d have to make your own potion, which is 
really the only part of the process that takes more skill than 
persistence, but we can cheat that, too---and then you'd have to 
wait”---Jenn turned off the street and threw open a door to reveal her 
laboratory without breaking stride---“for a lightning storm while 
chanting an incantation every sunrise and sundown, and if you miss 
even one then---you guessed it---back to step one with the 
mandrake leaf, and if you think that all sounds pointless and arbitrary 
then you'd be right because that’s true of a// magic in that ’verse.” 
She'd already pulled on a pair of gloves and begun rifling through 
cabinets before she'd finished her spiel. 


The laboratory looked like a cross between the Workshop, a science 
classroom, and a greenhouse. Cabinets, shelves, and drawers lined 
the walls; the center of the space was half-filled with lab desks, each 
plumbed with gas for burners and electricity for whatever machine 
she might plug into the sockets. The other half of the space was 
dedicated to hydroponics, grow-lamps shining down on row after row 
of fantastic herbs. Wandering closer let me recognize a few of them-- 
-nirnroot had its own soundproofed glass case. 


When | finally returned my attention from the room to her, Jenn was 
rooting through a cabinet labeled ‘IMMATERIALS’, muttering to 


herself. “M--A... M--E... M--l... here we go! Moans, mojo, moments, 
moonlight!” She pulled a jar off the shelf, twisted the lid off, and 
poured a couple milliliters of moonlight into a test tube---a singularly 
implausible process | couldn’t describe if | watched it a hundred 
times. Softly glowing tube in hand, she headed over the plants and 
pulled a leaf off one---mandrake, presumably---and added it to the 
moonlight. 


Jenn crossed the room back to where | was standing and set the 
tube down on a stand, then pulled open a drawer and grabbed a 
long, thin package. Tearing the waxy brown paper wrapper off 
revealed a sterile cotton swab on the end of a foot-long probe. “Hold 
still and say ‘ah’.” 


“Ahhhhhggk!” | sputtered as she ignored my open mouth in favor of 
shoving eight inches of swab into my nose. | managed to stay still--- 
barely, but the last thing | wanted was a probe to the brain---while 
she pulled the thing back out, though | flinched the moment it was 
free. 


“Auch! | swear to god, you shoved that so deep it touched my soul!” 


“That is the idea, yes.” She scissored the tip of the swab off and 
dropped it into the test tube with the leaf and moonlight, which she 
then stoppered and shook. “Easier than letting it diffuse into the leaf 
in your mouth for a month, right?” 


“Euhhh.” 


“Unfortunately, cheating the rest of the process is a little more 
involved.” 


| looked up from my new favorite hobby of ‘clutching my face’ to see 
Jenn turning back to me with a wicked-looking knife in hand. 


“Oooh, no---” 


“Stop sulking.” 
“l’m not sulking,” | lied. 
“You,” Sirius said, “are absolutely, indubitably sulking.” 


| caught myself reaching for the spot on my upper arm where Jenn 
had stabbed me and forced my hand back to my side. “She knows 
phlebotomy is a thing, right?” 


“You wouldn't want her to open a vein with that knife.” He waved to 
where Jenn was doing... something with my blood on the other side 
of the lab. “Besides, by tomorrow, you won't even be able to tell she- 
--don’t pick at it!” 


| forced my hand away from my arm again. The spot still hurt, even 
after I’d healed the wound; the knife extracted the victim’s soul along 
with their blood, so the pain was going to stick around until my soul 
‘healed’, hopefully by tomorrow. The stupid knife specifically didn’t 
work on willing subjects, which was why she’d elected to chase me 
around the laboratory while cackling like a maniac. 


She claimed that not warning me about the swab was to make me 
skittish, and that her cackling was to make sure | didn’t decide to 
stop running and let her get on with it, but those sounded like 
excuses to me. 


“Why are you here, anyway?” | asked Sirius. 

“To be your moral support, of course!” 

| gave him my most dubious look, which he answered with a roll of 
his eyes. “Fine, if you insist. | like seeing ‘my’ magic be useful, and 
I’m curious about what animal you’re going to get and what it’s going 
to look like.” 


“’m not going to actually transform for a while, you know.” 


“| still like seeing people care about magic---proper magic, not all 
these other weird things people insist on calling magic---and | don’t 
have to wait for you to be ready to speculate. What do you think 
you'll get? You strike me as a ‘crow’ sort of witch, personally.” 


“Funny you say that,” | said. “When | asked Zeke what animal he 
associated with me, he said ‘crow’ too. Then he swapped to ‘raven’ 
after thinking about it a bit more.” 


“What's the difference?” 


“According to him, ravens ‘form smaller social groups’ and ‘are 
fluffier’.” 


Sirius guffawed. 
“SO, isn’t there an incantation | need to do twice a day?” | asked. 


“You don’t need to start that until the potion’s done---or at least, you 
wouldn't if we were doing this the normal way. Jenn!” 


“What?” Jenn called back. 
“Does she need to do the incantation at sun-up and sun-down?” 
“Nope.” 


“See? Though if you’re curious, it’s ‘Amato Animo Animato 
Animagus’.” 


“Of course it would be a tongue-twister,” | grumbled. “How long did it 
take you guys to brew the potion properly?” 


“It’s not really ‘brewed’ in the traditional sense,” Sirius said. “I 
assume the wait is part of whatever she’s using to get around the 
month-long breath de-freshener rigmarole---which you are lucky to 
avoid, | must say.” 


“Yeah, | bet.” 


“Right,” Jenn announced, stripping off her gloves as she headed 
towards us. “Nothing to do now but wait.” 


| asked the obvious question. “How long?” 
“Two weeks---I’ll come get you, don’t worry.” 
“It won’t interfere with your plans?” 


“It’s not like I’ve got an itinerary planned down to the hour,” she said, 
waving a hand dismissively. “All we need to do is complete the 
potion, find a thunderstorm, and have you recite the incantation once 
before drinking it.” 


“Can you Apparate?” Sirius asked me. 
“No.” 
That surprised him. “Why not?” 


“Because self-teaching a potentially dangerous teleportation 
technique seemed like a really bad idea?” 


“I can call a thunderstorm in the Gardens,” Jenn said. “Or she can do 
a Side-Along Apparition with one of us---” 


“| learned how to teleport last Jump,” | interrupted. “As long as | have 
the coordinates and five minutes to work out the formula, | can get 
myself there just fine.” 


“Formulas,” Sirius grumbled. “How can you call something magic if it 
has formulas?” 


“Have you never heard of Arithmancy?” Jenn asked him. 


“Arithmancy doesn’t count---okay, yes, it /iterally does do counting, 
but---” 


The remaining days flowed together much as the days before the 
briefing had. Conversations often turned towards the coming Jump, 
so | learned what some of the others were planning. Some of them; 
Jenn’s only comment was ‘hijinks’, which sounded right for the ‘verse 
while still being a bit... worrying. 


Tess joined Zeke and | for dinner---with his permission---a few days 
before the end of the break to ask me my plans, so obviously | asked 
the same of her once I'd laid them out. 

“So that’s my build,” | concluded. “What're you doing, Tess?” 

“| chose Boy Scout---although it’s really more Gir! Scout in my case- 
--and the oldest possible age for it. | don’t want to spend any longer 
in high school than | have to." 


“Not---ah, Lab Junkie doesn't offer anything you don’t have, does 
it?” 


Tess shook her head. “Not really, no. I’ve got doctorate-level 
knowledge of most twenty-first century science and engineering 
disciplines, and some ambiguously applicable knowledge of twenty- 
fourth century, uh ‘science’.” Air quotes. “Teen prodigy’ doesn't really 
help much.” 

“Well, ‘paragon of morality’ absolutely suits you.” 

“Flatterer.” 

| threw a couple finger-guns her way. “You know it.” 

“What about you, Zeke?” she asked. 

“| still haven’t decided,” Zeke said. 


“Still?” 


“It’s a difficult choice to make! | almost wish | didn’t have to deal with 
it, the way things were last Jump.” 


“Only almost, though,” | said 


“Yes, only almost. | cou/d hand things off to someone else if | truly 
preferred it that way.” 


“That’s true,” Tess said. “Oh, hey! Max!” 

“Hey, Tess,” Max replied. He’d been carrying a tray past our table 
behind me, so | hadn’t noticed he was nearby. “Cass, Zeke. All set 
for the next Jump?” 


Tess and | affirmed that we were; Zeke mumbled that he was 
working on it. 


“What're you doing this Jump, Max?” Tess asked. 


“Bureaucrat. It’s pretty much my ideal level of participation---working 
within a system in a normal capacity.” 


“Staying in Moperville?” | asked. 


“I'll be living there, but | expect work will take me out of the city from 
time to time.” 


“Naturally.” 

Max nodded farewell and headed to another table, where he 
interrupted an argument between Garrus and Bob about who-knows- 
what. 


“| don’t suppose Jenn told either of you what she was doing?” | 
asked the other two. “All she’d tell me was ‘hijinks’.” 


Zeke shook his head; Tess laughed at the question. “You're not 
going to be in Moperville anyway, right?” she asked. 


“Well, no...” 


“Then what are you worried about?” 


“Everyone else, | guess.” 


Chapter 85: No Shortcuts 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 85: No Shortcuts 


The Drop-In origin stated that we would “arrive standing outside the 
Moperville Shopping Mall, with no memories of this world, and only 
what [we] brought with [us] as possessions.” Somehow, | found 
myself surprised by how literal that description was; Homura, myself, 
and a few others arrived standing outside the Moperville Shopping 
Mall, with no memories of this world, and only what we brought with 
us as possessions. We'd ‘arrived’ facing the parking lot, so | tooka 
moment to turn around and regard the massive monument to 
capitalism behind us. It looked pretty much like every mall I’d ever 
seen, at least from the outside; a monolithic building with no 
windows or doors, all its advertisements and displays facing inward. 


“Hello?” Homura said. “Yes, | can hold.” 


She'd taken out a cell phone while I’d been busy being unimpressed 
with the mall, and held up a finger in response to my raised eyebrow. 
“Yes, hello, I’m calling in regards to my interview with the paranormal 
division. Yes, for’-she glanced down at the driver’s license she was 
holding in her other hand-“Kyogen?” She made a face. “Yes, I’m 
calling to cancel. | think there are two interviews... yes, that sounds 
correct. My sister and I. Yes, cancel. Yes. Turns out it was just 
swamp gas. Yes. Thank you.” 


Homura flipped the phone closed and turned to me, then paused. 
“You look like you,” she noted. 


|! had no idea what that meant. “Yes...?” 


“Sorry, | mean, you look like your canon self. Younger, and your hair 
is more brown than blonde, but you’re more recognizable than 
usual.” 


Normally, | didn’t like to be reminded of my no-longer-future self, but 

this time | wasn’t really bothered by the comparison-my appearance 

changed to some extent every Jump anyway, and could change a lot 
more now than ever before. 


“Huh,” | said. “It can’t just be a Drop-In thing because this is the third 
time I’ve gone that route, and the other two weren't that close.” It 
probably wasn’t a complete accident either, though, because 
Homura also ‘looked like herself’-although in her case, she looked 
older than the form | associated with her, rather than younger. 


She must have noticed her own ‘self-resemblance’ as well. “Maybe 
i's a combination of us being Drop-Ins and being in a similar setting 
to our original lives?” 


“As good a guess as any. Explains why I’m a foot taller than you.” 
“It’s only about twenty centimeters.” 


“Eight inches, then. Anyway, what was that”-I| gestured at the phone 
she’d already returned to her purse-“about?” 


“| canceled the plot hook interviews. | thought, since we were leaving 
town, it would be polite to call anead and let them know we wouldn't 
be showing up.” 


“Oh. Yeah, that makes sense. What was that about swamp gas?” 


She shrugged. “They asked if the issue had been resolved. | implied 
that whatever it may have been had been covered up successfully 
and | had lost interest.” 


“Do you know what the interview was about?” 


“No.” 


“So you have no idea if ‘swamp gas’ would have even beena 
reasonable excuse for them to make.” 


“None whatsoever.” 
Well, then. 


“SO... are we sisters again?” | asked. “If | look ‘normal’, we probably 
don’t look much alike.” 


“We should be. Check your driver’s license.” 


| opened up my purse and frowned. “I don’t have one. Why give me 
a purse if it’s empty?” 


“It must be part of the outfit,” Homura said. “Your ID might be in the 
car with the rest of our stuff.” 


“The car?” 


“| brought a car.” She pointed across the mostly-empty lot to what | 
was relieved to see was a plain gray sedan. The last thing we 
needed was to start off our ‘normal life’ with that fucking car. 


“Cool,” | said, for lack of a more eloquent response. “Shall we?” 
a6 XSSKS=X cee 


The first thing | checked once we got to the car was the trunk, which 
revealed a set of four suitcases, two large cardboard WEhaul boxes, 
and a number of oddly shaped packages. Homura waited patiently 
while | dug through the luggage for my Bangles, watch, map, and 
journal-because like hell was | going to risk something going wrong 
before | had my stuff-then helped me move the cardboard boxes into 
the back seat so | could go through the contents while we drove. 


The second thing | checked, as Homura pulled out of the parking lot 
and merged into the light mid-morning traffic, was the mirror on the 
visor in the passenger seat. | saw what she meant: | looked like me, 


glasses on my face and hair pulled back in a high ponytail. In fact, if | 
got hit by one of the various gender-bending effects endemic to the 
setting, | was pretty sure I’d end up looking exactly like | had before 
meeting Max. 


Taking the glasses off revealed | was near-sighted again, at least for 
the moment, and | made a mental note to do something about that. 


“Where are we going, anyway?” | asked as | flipped the visor back 
up. 


“| got us a place through one of Max’s various real-estate holding 
companies in the next town over.” 


“Already?” 


“It’s technically something | ‘brought with’ me, since Max owns it 
through the ’chain.” 


“That's convenient.” 
She nodded. “Did you find your ID?” 
“I’m about to start looking.” 


The boxes were behind the seats, which made the one behind the 
driver’s seat easier for me to rummage through. It didn’t take long to 
determine that what | was looking for wasn’t in there: the box 
contained umbrellas, a brand-new laptop, a tricorder, the Rolodex 
she'd used in Worm, a roll of stamps, two packed lunches (?), an 
unopened Lego set (???), and other baffling miscellany. 


Once | was sure | wasn’t going to find the documents | wanted there, 
| twisted around farther and opened the other box. The topmost item 
was a three-ring binder, which | grabbed before giving the rest of the 
box a cursory search. It was once again mostly ‘miscellaneous’ 
items, though with a slightly more practical bent-phone chargers, an 
old-fashioned hand-held GPS unit, a flashlight, a camping tent, a first 


aid kit, and an air mattress-all still in their packing. Useful, but not 
what | wanted. 


Flipping open the binder let me know | was on the right track, even if 
it wasn’t quite what | was looking for. “Here we go,” | muttered. 


“Find your paperwork?” 


“Only in as much as your paperwork defines me,” | said, waving the 
binder slightly for emphasis. “It’s got a complete set of family records 
for you. Us, | guess, but it’s definitely your stuff. Also, apparently 
‘Akemi’ is your given name, this Jump?” 


“| saw that on my driver’s license. What item do you have for your 
ID?” 


“Item?” 


“Oh, that’s the problem,” Akemi explained. “My purse is an item that 
will always contain the proper documents to establish my identity-a 
driver’s license, in this case. | also have a ‘complete set of 
paperwork for establishing a comprehensive background’, but it isn’t 
as convenient.” 


“That would be all this stuff, then. Do | not have a legal identity 
without an item to make it happen?” 


“Not unless the Drop-In origin includes it, and this one didn’t. It might 
not be a problem; you said there was paperwork for you in there as 
well?” 


“Yeah. | guess as your sister, I’m part of that ‘comprehensive 
background’.” | rummaged a little more. “There are birth certificates 
for both of us, so | can at least create an identity. You’re twenty- 
seven and I’m... wait a moment.” | frowned at the dates. “We’re six 
months apart.” 


“We don’t look like blood relatives,” she said. “There are probably 
adoption papers in there.” 


| continued digging through the paperwork. “I don’t see any-wait, | 
think | got it: looks like your dad married my mom when we were 
around three years old. And... yes, here we go: paperwork for 
changing my surname, dated the same year and including an order 
to amend my birth certificate.” Which is why | was ‘Cassandra 
Kyogen’ despite looking about as Japanese as a hamburger stand. 


“Stepsisters, then?” 
“Mhm.” 


| continued looking through the binder even though | knew | wasn’t 
going to find the documents I’d wanted. Akemi’s paperwork was 
certainly comprehensive: school report cards, standardized test 
scores, medical histories and vaccination records. Too bad it was 
only her stuff; it even had a passport, while | didn’t even get an ID 
card. “I’m going to need to pass a driving test again, aren’t |?” 


“Is that a challenge?” 
“No, but it is a bother.” 


| made sure all the forms and records were back in their proper place 
before twisting around and putting the whole package back in the 
box. 


The drive from Moperville to Strawfield was pleasant enough, though 
the scenery got repetitive after the first half-hour. Fortunately, | didn’t 
have to wait too long; what should have been a two-hour drive 
passed in just under one thanks to Homura treating the speed limit 
like something that applied to other people. Given that we were ona 
major interstate, the fact that we didn’t get pulled over or cause a 
crash was almost certainly supernatural. (Which states said 


interstate connected wasn’t defined. Max had been fairly sure 
Moperville was based on Naperville, and the geography didn’t 
contradict that; but on the other hand, none of our paperwork 
indicated the state it had been filed in, the license plate on the car 
said ‘America’, and we were currently on I-7, which isn’t on any map 
I've ever seen.) 


Regardless of whatever strange, liminal United State(s) we were 
passing through, nothing interesting happened until we reached 
Strawfield. Strawfield was smaller than Moperville by a fair margin: a 
neat little town stubbornly attempting to retain its country charm as it 
stretched towards Apoapolis another twenty minutes down the 
interstate. It wasn’t quite a suburb yet, since there was still a few 
miles between it and the outskirts of Apoapolis, but another decade 
of urban sprawl would likely erase the distinction to the point that a 
bird’s-eye view would be hard-pressed to spot a border. 


Akemi pulled off the highway at the first exit and right into the 
downtown area, a single, long street that ran perpendicular from the 
highway for around a mile and a half, both sides lined with shops, 
restaurants, and other businesses. As it turned out, one of those 
shops was our destination-an old two-story brick building with a 
shopfront on the ground level, located near the far end of the strip 
between a clothing store and nail salon. 


“You know,” | said after Akemi pointed it out, “when you said you 
‘found a place’, | figured you meant fo live.” 


“There’s living space on the second floor.” 
“But why not just rent an apartment?” 


“Because we were going to have a life, remember?” Akemi scolded 
me. “That means a job.” 


“Yeah, clearly, but...” | made an indistinct wiggling gesture with one 
hand. “What exactly are we going to do with the space?” 


“Coffee shop AU.” 

“You know | was kidding about that, right?” 

“So?” she asked. “I liked the idea.” 

“| hate coffee, though.” 

“Pastry-shop AU, then.” We pulled into a parking space behind the 
building. “The ground floor is empty, so we can make it into whatever 
we want.” 

“Do you know how to bake? Because | don't.” 

“| have two Michelin stars.” 

“Wait, really?” | asked before | could contain my surprise. She was 
hundreds of years old; who knew how many skills she’d picked up in 
that time. “Is that a perk, or...” 

“| earned them. No perks, just lifetimes of practice.” 

“Wow.” | wasn’t going to be much help- 

Oh. 

| sighed. 


“This is why you told me to slot the politeness perk, isn’t it? I’m going 
to be manning the register while you do all the baking.” 


We both knew the answer, so | rolled my eyes and let myself out of 
the car rather than wait for a response. It was a beautiful day in late 
spring, a cool breeze keeping the heat of the sun at bay. Akemi 
headed around to pop the trunk while | dragged the boxes out of the 
back seat; between them and the suitcases, it was going to take 
three or four trips to move all this stuff into the building. 


“Hey, Akemi?” 


“Yes?” 
“Can you fit this stuff in your shield?” 


Akemi responded by handing me a suitcase. “No shortcuts,” she 
said. 


We made three trips. 


Once we'd dropped the suitcases and boxes in the hallway running 
between the bedrooms and bathrooms near the front of the 
apartment (or would that be the back?) and the kitchenette and living 
room facing the main street, it was time to inspect the shop itself. 


The ground floor was mostly finished-meaning it had drywall, a 
linoleum floor, ceiling tiles, and the proper infrastructure of piping and 
wiring we’d need to install a kitchen... bakery... thing-but otherwise 
completely bare. The only thing preventing the ground floor from 
being a featureless box were the shop-front windows, covered with 
heavy paper to block out the sun (and any curious observers). The 
unfinishedness of the space made me feel a little like we were 
trespassing, even though | knew, logically, that we owned the place. 


Our first step was to break out the tape measures and figure out just 

how much space we had to work with. The answer was ‘a lot’: almost 
twenty-five hundred feet. That was probably large enough to support 

a sit-down restaurant even with the need for a kitchen; it would have 

a bit of ‘hole-in-the-wall’ feel to it, but it’d fit. 


Measurements complete, Akemi pulled a pencil and clipboard out of 
her shield and started sketching, wandering around as she worked. | 
followed her a few paces behind so | could look over her shoulder at 
her drawing. 


“What happened to ‘no shortcuts’, Akemi?” | asked teasingly. 


“lam making an exception for common supplies we should have 
purchased before we arrived,” she said as she drew out the footprint 
of the shop in unerringly straight lines. “Doing anything else is an 
unnecessary waste of time, and contributes nothing to the 
experience.” 


“Common supplies’ meaning...” 


“Things whose acquisition is so simple as to make their presence 
irrelevant, or which it would be reasonable for us to already have. In 
this case, paper and pencil.” Said pencil noted down the dimensions 
on her ‘blueprint’ as she spoke. “The building’s wiring and plumbing”- 
she pointed her pencil at the various connection points in the floor 
and walls that determined where we could put the appliances-“puts a 
limit on how small we can make the kitchen before things would end 
up on the wrong side of the wall, but | don’t think we would want to 
make it that small in the first place, so it shouldn't restrict the 
planning much, if at all.” 


“Okay,” | said, because | felt like | should be contributing something 
to the conversation despite knowing nothing about baking, interior 
design, or running a business. 


Homura paced towards the front of the shop, where double doors 
stood between two floor-to-ceiling windows. “We'll want to have the 
cakes in a refrigerated case to stop the icing from melting. Some of 
the pastries are better kept cold, as well, though the cookies don’t 
need to be.” 


“Would those be part of the-ow fuck!” I'd stubbed a toe on a bit of 
piping sticking out of the floor, and my open-toed shoes had done 
absolutely nothing to protect me. Nor had my perks, because I'd 
unslotted both the heroic constitution and the pain resistance ones. 
The latter had said it didn’t change the sensation of pain, but it did. It 
very much did. 


“Fucking fuuuuuuuuuuuUUUUUUCk-” | hissed as | hopped on one foot, 
clutching my wounded toe in agony. Oh my god | forgot what 


unfiltered pain felt like fucking kill me aaaaaaaa 
“Cass?” 


“I’m (fuck) fine! (ow!)” | lied, then took a peek at the toe in question. 
“Aw, (ow) I’m bleeding. There was a (graaah) first aid kit in one of the 
(ow) boxes, right?” 


Akemi looked at me like | was stupid, then walked over with a 
command of “Stop hopping around.” She grabbed my foot-which 
almost sent me toppling backwards-then released it and steadied me 
with a hand on my shoulder. 


“Did you really not learn any healing spells last Jump at all?” she 
asked. 


“Uh, | mean, | did...” My toe no longer hurt, and wiping the small 
smear of blood off revealed unbroken skin. “What happened to no 
shortcuts?” 

She gave me another look of ‘are-you-stupid’, then covered what 
might have been a laugh with a cough. “For goodness sake, Cass, 
don’t hurt yourself over it.” 


“| won't. Actually, on second thought”-! displayed the drop of blood 
still on my thumb-“you did remove a short cut.” 


Akemi looked at my finger, fixed me with a flat stare, and returned 
her attention to her clipboard without acknowledging my pun at all. 
“What were you going to ask?” 


“Hmm?” 
“Before your... accident.” 
“What were we talking about?” 


“Display cases.” 


| ran the conversation back through my mind. “Right. Are the cases 
going to be part of the main counter, or something separate?” 


Akemi looked over the space we were planning to fill. “Wwe can have 
a small case facing the entrance so it’s visible from the street, and 
the rest of the goods in a longer, perpendicular case”-she waved the 
pencil to show the placement of said case-“forming a counter 
running deeper into the shop. Drinks can go in a refrigerator against 
the wall between the shop and the kitchen-have the customers 
simply bring them up to the counter. Oh, speaking of drinks, do you 
like tea?” 


“I’m not actually sure,” | admitted. “I know | didn’t like it back home, 
but Lina loved her tea. | have no idea what my tastes are like now. 
Why?” 


“| Know you don’t want to open up an actual coffee shop, but it would 
bring in more business if we offered tea and coffee. Particularly since 
we could sell coffee cakes and tea cookies with it.” 


| supposed that made sense-wait a minute. “Wait, are coffee cakes 
cakes you make with coffee, or cakes you eat with coffee?” 


“The latter. Why?” 
“| have been wrong about that my entire lives.” 


Akemi blinked at me for a couple seconds, then ignored my 
revelation and returned to the topic at hand. “You don’t actually need 
to like coffee or tea to serve it,” she said, “although you might find 
the smell unpleasant if you don't.” 


“That’s why | didn’t want to do a coffee shop, yes,” | said. 


“Hmm... we'll come back to that. Do you have any issues with the 
counter layout?” 


“| can’t think of any.” 


“Good,” she said. “Right or left?” 
“Hmm?” 


“Do you think the counter should be on the right side of the shop or 
the left? Assuming you’re looking in from the street.” 


“Uh...” | picked one at random. “Right.” 


“Right it is.” Akemi put the pencil to use as a pencil and started 
actually drawing. “We can put some tables in the remaining space. 
Maybe serve sandwiches?” 


“| thought we were a pastry shop, not a deli.” 

“Brainstorming, Cass,” she said, waggling the pencil at me. 
“Ice cream would be more on message-don’t write that down-” 
“Brainstorming.” 

---X==X==X--- 


After another round of measurements-measure twice, cut once was 
a saying for a reason-we went out the back and climbed the exterior 
staircase to the rooms above. The apartment layout was a bit odd for 
a couple reasons: the ‘front door’ was at the back of the space 
because the front looked out at Main Street, and there could be no 
exterior windows on the sides connecting to the adjacent shops. 


Whoever had designed the apartment space had laid out the rooms 
with those things in mind: the front (back?) door opened into a 
hallway running the length of the apartment, with the bedrooms on 
either side so they could have windows facing the back alley. 
Beyond the bedrooms lay two more doors, offset slightly so they 
wouldn't collide: a single bathroom on the left and a shallow closeted 
space on the right. The next door on the left would be suitable for an 
office or something, with its large skylight making up for the lack of 
windows. 


The back half of the building was almost all open space to take full 
advantage of the two large windows facing the street. The portion to 
the right was clearly meant to be the kitchen, with spaces for a 
refrigerator, dishwasher, and so on, which meant the left would be 
the living room. A more thorough exploration of the kitchen revealed 
why the closet was so shallow: the rest of the room it could have had 
was instead given over to a pantry accessible from the kitchen. 


Once we'd toured the place, Akemi brought out a furnishings catalog 
and got down to brass tacks. We didn’t have any furniture yet 
beyond the air mattress that was only now beginning to inflate, so we 
sprawled out on the beige carpet floor while we flipped through 
pages and pages of full-color storefront displays. 


| left most of the bakery-kitchen design to her, since that wouldn’t be 
my problem; | did my best to contribute to the storefront portion, but 
honestly after the first hour it was hard to muster much enthusiasm 
for the endless parade of counter-tops and display cases. Akemi 
must have noticed, because she sped things up once my attention 
started drifting. Then came another catalog, this time for the furniture 
we'd be buying for the apartment, and another set of drawings to 
ensure we knew where everything would go. 


“Right,” she said, making one final note on her sketch before putting 
it and the catalog aside. “I think that settles everything. I'll start 
planning for the downstairs remodel tomorrow-ordering the 
furnishings and finding contractors to do the work-while you get the 
furniture for upstairs.” 


“That sounds like you're going easy on me.” 

“Are you complaining?” 

“No, I’m suspicious,” | countered with a grin. 

Akemi crossed her arms. “I’m not going to prank you,” she said. “I’m 


not even sure what | could do in this scenario that would be worthy 
of suspicion.” 


“That was a joke, Akemi.” | shot her a smile that quickly became 
awkward. “I just don’t want you bending over backwards to 
accommodate me. You’re already going to be doing the vast majority 
of the work, here.” 

“I’m only doing the baking. You have to do sales.” 

“That's... was that a joke?” 

She tried to return my smile, but didn’t quite manage it. “Cass?” 


“Yes?” 


“Would you... call me Homura, when it’s just us?” she asked. 
“Akemi makes me feel like we’re strangers.” 


“Of course! I’m sorry, Homura, | didn’t realize it was bothering you.” 
“Thanks.” 


| took a step closer, and she met me halfway, letting me wrap her in 
a hug. 


“Also,” she muttered as though it was an afterthought, “none of the 
furniture stores around here are open on Sundays, so you’re going 
to have to drive back into Moperville to the Swedekea.” 


“| was right to be suspicious!” 


“So,” | said the next morning, as we didn’t sit down at the table we 
didn’t have to eat breakfast we also didn’t have. “Swedekea.” 


“Yeas.” 


“The furniture store so labyrinthine, having to visit it was an actual 
drawback.” 


“Visiting it every week is a drawback,” Homura corrected me as she 
continued flipping through the Swedekea catalog we’d gone over the 
previous day. “Visiting it once is an errand.” At the moment, she was 
sitting cross-legged on the floor of what would be our living room 
once it was worth living in, marking down the product numbers of the 
items we’d settled on, while | leaned against the wall opposite the 
window. 


“Couldn't we just wait for one of the local stores to open on 
Monday?” | asked. 


“We'd have to visit four or five different stores to cover everything we 
need, and some of the stuff would need to be ordered from other 


locations even then. Swedekea will have everything in one place, 
and you won't have to wait for shipping.” 


“Moperville is hours away. Are you telling me there’s nowhere in 
Apoapolis | could get the same things?” 


“Not today.” 
“We don’t need everything today.” 


Homura gave the bare walls a pointed look before returning her 
attention to the catalog. | got the point. 


“How am | going to get there, and how am | going to get the stuff 
back? | can’t stuff an arbitrary large amount of furniture into my 
pockets anymore.” 

“The car’s trunk expands magically,” she said without looking up. 
“What happened to ‘no shortcuts’?” 


“The car is already here.” 


“Okay, but | can’t drive it,” | pointed out. “Il don’t have a driver’s 
license.” 


“Use mine.” 
“We look nothing alike.” 


Homura gave me an are-you-stupid look over the top of her catalog. 
“You are a Shape-shifter.” 


Oh, right. “| don’t think | can actually use it like that, though,” | said. 
“At least, not yet-l can only mix and match elements of forms | 
already have.” 


“What alt-forms did you bring?” 
“All of them, but none of them look like you.” 


Homura thought for a moment. “I think | have a spell that will work,” 
she said, then snapped her fingers. | could tell by the change to my 
hands that the spell worked. | could tell by my shape-shifter senses 
that it was the wrong spell. 


“That's an illusion spell, not a transformation spell... woah, | sound 
weird.” 


“Why is that a problem?” 


“I’m supposed to be able to ‘learn’ any new forms | get from any 
source, and I’m pretty sure this”-| waved my hand at my-rather, at 
Homura’s body-“didn’t do that.” 


“It ll last until you dispel it,” Homura said. “As long as you don’t ‘will’ it 
off, you won't have any problems.” 


“All right then.” | looked at my/her hands again, running my/her 
thumb over the ring that appeared to be on my/her finger. It was 
weird being able to see it but not feel it. “I want to check a mirror real 
quick-” 


“No shortcuts,” she said before I’d even turned around to find a door 
for the trip back to the Warehouse. 


“| just need a mirror!” 

Homura tapped the furniture catalog imperiously. 
eX Sa KeaKie 

SWEDEKEA -- 10:14 a.m.... 


“Damn,” | muttered as | looked up at the giant SWEDEKEA sign 
hanging over me with its equally giant digital clock. “They really want 
you to know when and where you are. Right, let’s get this over with.” 


| leaned over into the passenger seat and grabbed the clipboard. 
Homura had reassured me | didn’t need to buy exactly the item in 
question, but | was going to do my best to stick to the list. She knew 
exactly how large everything was, and if | started substituting things, 
they might not fit. | still looked (and sounded) like Homura, of course; 
I'd have ditched the disguise spell for the actual shopping, but | had 
no way to reapply it afterwards. God, having Homura’s voice was 
weird. It didn’t sound right, either, for the same reason listening to my 
own recorded voice sounded weird. 


Well, the opposite reason, really. 


The point was, I’d be posing as Homura for this whole trip. | hadn’t 
gotten pulled over on the way here, and it was unlikely I'd get pulled 
over on the way back, but | didn’t want to get into trouble, and the 
best way to avoid trouble was to make sure it didn’t have any reason 
to... find... you. 


We are engaged in wacky identity hijinks there is absolutely no way 
this will go right. 


| pushed the thought out of my head and climbed the stairs up to the 
showroom. 


---X==X==X--- 


The Swedekea showroom was nothing more than a distraction, but it 
was a very good distraction. I’d only just made it through the doors 
and | was already feeling the temptation to wander off and inspect a 
furniture display that reminded me a lot of the Warehouse Lounge. | 
had to remind myself that | wasn’t actually shopping for furniture, just 
buying what we’d already chosen, which meant | didn’t need to 
browse the showroom. 


Ooh, throw pillows! 


| screwed my eyes shut and shook my head furiously to dispel the 
siren song of small, decorative cushions. Damn it, I’m not this 
distractable-it’s got to be that ‘internal logic to the world’ 
Management mentioned. The showroom didn’t have anything | 
needed; the actual inventory was in the warehouse on the first floor. 
The only reason | was in here was that getting into the warehouse 
required navigating the showroom labyrinth, a carefully constructed 
gauntlet of discounts and deals that tempted the unwary into buying 
far more furniture than they'd ever intended. 


But | am not unwary! | had a list to guide me! It was too bad Homura 
hadn't given me a map to guide me /iterally, but... wait a moment, | 
had a map! A magic map, granted, but- 


“No shortcuts!” Homura yelled in my ear. My instinctive clap-hand- 
over-ear reflex nearly sent the shoulder sprite toppling to the floor, a 
fate she only avoided by grabbing a double-fistful of my shirt collar 
on her way down. 


What the f-oh, right, the Shoulder Spirits perk. | thought | had to 
invoke them; having them pop up without warning sounded more like 
a drawback! 


“Some shortcuts!” the other shoulder sprite declared, arms folded 
stubbornly where she floated near my shoulder on the opposite side. 
She also looked like Homura, for some oh right _I_ look like Homura 
right now. 


“We’re doing a no-magic run!” the first Homura said as she climbed 
back onto my shoulder. | wasn’t surprised to see that rather than 
angel and devil motifs, | had middle-school-uniform Homura and 
magical-girl-outfit Homura. “What would Homura think?” 


“She gave us a car with an infinitely large trunk,” magical-girl said. 
“Remember what she said when we asked?” 


Mundane Homura sighed. “‘It’s already here,” she admitted. “But 
that was a special case!” 


“What’s special about it?” Magic demanded. “That she allowed it?” 


“Yes!” Mundane said. “She’d be so upset with us if we started 
cheating!” 


“Started cheating without her permission, you mean!” Magic 
countered. 


“Then you admit it’s cheating?” Mundane yelled, pointing a finger 
towards Magic like Phoenix Wright. 


Magic sniffed and turned her back on Mundane. “I admit you think 
i's cheating!” she huffed. 


“What are we cheating on, exactly?” | whispered. “Is this a test?” 
“It's an experience,” Mundane said. 

“It's an errand!” Magic said, giving up the could shoulder routine to 
float over and glare at her counterpart. “What sort of experience are 
we supposed to be having? The experience of getting lost ina 
furniture store?” 


“The experience of shopping,” Mundane explained. “You know, like 
normal people.” 


“We’re not shopping, you bimbo!” Magic snapped. “We already 
know-” 


“Who are you calling a bimbo?!” Mundane yelled, leaping off my 
shoulder at her double. Magic tried to dodge, but wasn’t able to get 
far enough away to avoid Mundane grabbing her ankles. 


“Hey! Let go!” 
“Make me!” 


Both spirits were quickly lost to sight in a cloud of dust, only their 
flailing limbs emerging at random. They didn’t appear to notice when 
| wandered deeper into the store, the sounds of yelling and hair- 
pulling fading away behind me. 


Is that really what my subconscious Is like, | wondered, or is it more 
of the ’verse’s ‘internal logic’? 


| really, really hope it’s the ’verse. 
== XS=X==X--- 


The question of whether or not to use the map turned out to be 
irrelevant thanks to a deft hand in wrangling the native fauna-that 
being a teenager in a poorly-fitting Swedekea uniform, trapped ina 
summer job amidst a losing battle with acne. He didn't act like he 
knew his way around any better than | did, but he must have had 
some instincts for his natural habitat, because he hadn't ‘guessed’ 
wrong since I’d chased him down. 


On and on we went, past sofas and coffee tables, desks and chairs, 
beds and nightstands, dining room tables and fancy candlesticks. 
Several times, | was sure we’d doubled back, only to realize the 
previous display had been a different color of wood or a different 
pattern of fabric. No wonder this place was so hard to navigate; they 
had almost identical setups repeating all throughout the showroom. 


You are in a maze of twisty little passages, all alike. 


Finally, the odyssey ended at a set of stairs descending into 
(relative) darkness. “How much stuff are you buying?” the kid asked. 


“| have a list.” | showed him the list. 


He took one look at the length and sighed. “Yeah, you’re going to 
need some carts.” 


“Okay?” | said. 


“We’re not supposed to let customers use the carts themselves,” he 
droned. “There was an... incident.” 


Ah. More work for him. | made an ‘after you’ gesture, and the kid 
sighed again and led me down the stairs into the part of the store | 
actually cared about. 


Homura had been considerate enough to include the product 
number with each item, so finding things in the alphanumerically- 
sorted warehouse was relatively easy. It still took ages because the 
warehouse was huge and we had to double back a few times when | 
had to substitute one color of out-of-stock merchandise with another 
variant of the same thing that was inexplicably four hundred product 
numbers away. Presumably, they had-for some godforsaken reason- 
put the ‘color’ in front of the ‘item’ when assigning the numbers. 


Eventually, we found everything on the list, got through checkout, 
and headed for the doors. My guide had reluctantly allowed me to 
pull the heavier pair of carts, but only because he was busy with his 
pair, so | led the way across the thankfully empty parking lot to my 
Car. 


“Uh,” the kid said. “I don’t mean to be rude, miss, but I’m not sure 
you thought this through.” It was fairly obvious what he meant, given 
that he was now looking between the 1200 cubic feet of 
merchandise I'd purchased and the sedan whose total exterior 
volume was barely a third of that with an expression of exasperated 
befuddlement. 


“The trunk’s bigger than it looks.” | demonstrated by picking up one 
of the mattresses-they had an entire cart to themselves-and shoved 
it into the magically expanded space. After the second mattress 
disappeared the same way, the kid gave up protesting and started 
helping. The car gave no sign of complaint as box after box 
disappeared until the carts were empty once more. 


“That's a roomy trunk,” the kid said, evidently finding nothing at all 
strange about the entire affair. The ignore-supernatural-weirdness 
perk doing work, | assume. 


“Yeah, it’s a nice feature,” | agreed. “Do | tip you?” 


“| wish.” With that, the kid hooked the four carts together and began 
dragging the train back to the warehouse, one of the wheels 
squeaking furiously. 


Finally, | thought as | slumped into the driver’s seat. A quick glance 
in the rear view mirror confirmed what my voice had already told me: 
| was good to impersonate Homura for the drive back. The car 
engine came to life with a smooth rumble, the dash clock showing 
3:18. 


I'd left for Swedekea at 8:05. 

Talk about a long shopping trip. 

a Ce 

Thanks to a little speeding, it was ‘only’ four thirty by the time | 
parked the car in our reserved space behind the store. The first thing 


| did after shutting the engine off was text Homura. 


Oneesama 
Today at 4:32 pm 


Are you going to make me unload all of this by hand? 
Read 4:32 pm 


Her response was as quick as it was predictable. 


Oneesama 
Today at 4:32 pm 


Are you going to make me unload of of this by hand? 
No shortcuts. 
My response was also, in all likelinood, predictable. 


Oneesama 
Today at 4:32 pm 


Are you going to make me unload of of this by hand? 
No shortcuts. 

You pitching in on manual labor isn't a shortcut 

I'm not home right now 

You can wait if you need 

help 

Be back in 30 


| mentally reviewed the mountain of furniture I’d just purchased and 
sighed. 


---X==X==X--- 


It took me far, far too many trips to haul all the furniture up the 
exterior steps and past the bedrooms to the living room-! lost count 
somewhere around ten. I’d ditched the perk that gave me the ‘heroic 
physique’ that had seen me through until now, and | was feeling the 
difference. Moving furniture up a flight of stairs was a lot different 


without the low-grade super-strength and super-endurance I'd had 
from Martial Training. 


By the time | was finished, | was tired. 


| couldn’t remember being this tired from mundane physical exertion 
since I’d joined the ’chain. A lot of the ‘tiredness’ I’d faced since had 
included metaphysical exhaustion, which felt more like being 
emotionally exhausted, and the parts that hadn’t had been after 
doing insane feats like wrestling a personified tsunami. 


Being worn out like this from something as simple as moving 
furniture was unpleasant, but also... real? A harsh reminder of what 
it was like to not be us, to be stuck with normal bodies with normal 
limits, which was part of the reason I’d wanted to do things like this in 
the first place. 


It wasn’t as “magical” a feeling as I’d hoped. 
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Chapter 86: Settling In 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 86: Settling In 


Homura had arrived only a few minutes after I'd finished moving 
things up the apartment, and we’d celebrated our respective mission 
completions by grabbing takeout from the local Indian place. We’d 
then had to assemble a table to eat it on, which had led to us 
furnishing the entire kitchen-dining-room-living-room space. By the 
time we’d sat down to eat, the food had been cold for hours-but we 
had a microwave, so who cared? 


“Right,” Homura said as she looked over the newly assembled 
furniture. “That looks nice, doesn't it?” 


“Yeah.” There wasn’t much else to say, but it really did. 


The apartment’s combined kitchen/living room space had an L- 
shape to it, as the kitchen side began at roughly the same ‘depth’ as 
the enclosed office. The wall between the kitchen and the hallway 
ran about ten feet into the room, sheltering a recess that now held 
our refrigerator. Thanks to said recess, the front of the fridge was 
roughly flush with the wall beside it, which held the door to the 
pantry. The kitchen counter, including the stove and oven, lay 
against the side wall of the building, where it ran from the pantry wall 
halfway to the windows. The counter then turned left to jut out into 
the room in its own L-shape, which separated the ‘kitchen’ and 
‘dining room’. Said dining space now sported a unpainted circular 
wooden table and four matching chairs. 


On the other side of the open space lay the living room, which wasn’t 
much larger than the dining half of the kitchen space. A comfy blue 


sofa and a small, matching blue armchair faced each other across a 
coffee table, seats perpendicular to the large windows that looked 
out onto Main Street. On the other side of the living room from the 
windows-against the wall bordering the office space-we’d put a 
credenza and miniature dresser; the former was mostly decorative, 
while the latter held blankets and throw pillows. 


It did, indeed, look nice. 


| dropped the empty takeout containers in the trash and checked my 
watch even though | already knew it was 8:30. “What were you doing 
earlier, anyway?” 


“Standing in line at the town hall to register our future business.” 
“Right up until closing, huh?” 
“Yes.” 


We stood there for a moment, neither of us sure what we should do 
with the next twelve hours. 


“| guess we might as well get the bedroom furniture set up, too,” | 
said. 


“Might as well,” Homura agreed. “How do you like your new perks?” 


“Ah, well. | haven't actually tried any of that stuff yet. We're trying to 
be normal, right?” 


She covered her mouth with one hand-not that it helped, since she 
was obviously laughing at me behind it. “We're trying not to have 
‘adventures’. You have unrestricted permission to play with your new 
toys.” 


“Cool. | guess I'll do that after-” 


“We can assemble the furniture later,” Homura interrupted. “I’m sure 
you're eager to try your new powers.” 


“Yeah, guilty. Thanks.” | chuckled and glanced towards my bedroom. 
“Guess I'll go do that then.” 


“Go’ do that?” 

“Yeah, |... oh, want to see?” 

“It’s fine,” Homura said. “I can get started on my bedroom furniture.” 
“No, it’s fine!” | insisted. “I just didn’t want to get in the way.” 


She hesitated, then gave me a nod. | gave her a thumbs up in return, 
then took a deep breath and began to change. 


Shapeshifting was... weird. It wasn’t ‘just’ a matter of wanting to 
change, like switching alt-forms, but it wasn’t like moving a limb, 
either. The closest thing | could think of was breathing, or maybe 
humming-an action without a sense of movement associated with it, 
in contrast to the ‘grabbing’, ‘pulling’, and ‘twisting’ sensation of 
‘Strange New Muscles’ from the powers I'd had in Worm, or the 
literal Strange New Muscles I’d gotten as Lina-but it wasn’t just an 
action, either, because there was a ‘will’ component as well, and | 
could already feel how I'd be able to adjust my forms once | had 
more ‘samples’. 


While | had very little idea how | did it, the shape-shifting itself was 
easier than | expected. | started simple: no fancy hybrid forms, just 
going all the way to ‘fox’ as smoothly as | could. It felt tingly-vision 
fuzzing out as the world grew larger, clothes dropping off my body as 
fur took their place-and then | was a fox and Homura was helping me 
disentangle myself from my shirt. Said disentangling turned out to be 
surprisingly easy; | knew how to use these limbs even though I'd 
never had them before. With my experience as Deis’ polymorph 
dummy serving as the experimental control, | could definitively say 
that Transformation Mentat was worth the price. 


Homura was still Kneeling right in front of me, so | immediately-and 
hopefully not rudely-began sniffing at her hands. Smelling as a fox 


was like... it was like | could only smell the sum of every scent as a 
human, but as a fox | could separate them: the scent of the clothes, 
of us, of the carpet and the drywall and the furniture now filling the 
recently empty space. | could even smell hand soap and shampoo 
and laundry detergent and paint and the acrid cleaning chemical 
someone had used on the carpet after the previous tenants had left. 
Sight was the opposite-blurry, though still not as bad as my vision 
without glasses back home-but my hearing was incredible. I'd never 
really noticed my sense of smell as a human-!'d certainly never 
relied on it-so | didn’t have as clear a comparison for it as | did for my 
hearing, which was probably why | was way more impressed by the 
latter. 


Sudden improvements in hearing were often depicted as 
overwhelming and /oud, but this was more like... hearing in high 
resolution? The sounds weren't louder, they were crisper, easier to 
pick out, distinct even when they overlapped. | flexed my ears, 
awestruck by the way noises moved in and out of focus as | swiveled 
them back and forth, to the point | almost missed Homura’s words. 


“You're very pretty like this,” she said. “Can |... touch you?” 


| tried to assent, but it came out as a yip, so | nodded my head 
instead. Homura reached out carefully, putting her hand behind my 
ears and giving me a few careful strokes with her fingers. 


Oh, that feels good. 


| stepped closer, responding to the soothingness of having my head 
scratched, and she moved to petting my whole body, which was 
weird but not bad-weird. Good-weird, in fact: a squeaky sort of whine 
escaped me as she worked her hands into my fur, giving me what 
felt to my animal form like a fully-body massage. “You're so soft,” she 
murmured, which got another squeak in response as | pressed 
myself against her hands. And then Homura got a little carried away 
and scooped me up in her arms, and | melted. 


| was not, as circumstances had pointed out multiple times, a 
‘touchy’ sort of person. This was different. | curled in as much as | 
could, tucking my paws and tail in as she held me close, one hand 
still rubbing at the scruff around my neck, working her hands under 
the collar | was wearing to get at the fur it matted down. | couldn’t 
remember ever being held like this. | doubted many people did; they 
didn’t have memories of the period of their life they were the right 
size for it. 


| was still not a ‘touchy’ person, but this... this was nice. 
=(=XS=X==X--- 


Waking up the next morning was weird because it wasn’t weird. | 
hadn't meant to fall asleep while transformed, but waking up as a fox 
felt just as normal as waking up as a human. In fact, as | passed 
between sleep and wakefulness, | spent a moment wondering if | 
wasn't a fox who turned into a human, rather than the other way 
around. 


| blinked sleepy eyes and began to sniff the air around me. I’d been 
curled up on my (human) bed like... well, like a sleeping fox. Homura 
had been busy while I'd been asleep; she'd fully furnished my room- 
which required her to assemble the bed, nightstand, dresser, 
bookshelf, vanity, and chair-then transferred me to the actual bed 
and removed the air mattress, and she’d somehow done all of that 
without waking me. It stretched credibility, even considering that I’d 
been exhausted and conveniently portable. 


| padded softly over to the edge of the mattress, then back, enjoying 
the feeling of being a totally different shape. Feeling this calm about 
being transformed probably wasn’t normal; the first time Deis 
polymorphed me, I'd nearly had a panic attack. Perks, my new 
nature, or just hard-earned experience with Baleful Polymorph? No 
way to know. 


! can turn back, right? 


The thought broke through my contentment hard, and with a jolt of 
adrenaline, | was human again, and feeling a little silly. 


| yawned and stretched, reacquainting myself with having arms as | 
sat on the edge of the mattress. The act of stretching made me 
realize that | still had my bangles and watch on; they must have 
become the collar I'd had as a fox. That was convenient. | was 
otherwise stark naked, but | was alone in the bedroom with the 
curtains drawn, so whatever. Better yet, Homura had hauled my 
suitcases in here before retiring for the night, so | could put on 
underwear and a pair of pajamas without incident. 


But first things first. | flipped through my alt-forms, then replaced my 
new self’s eyes with Cassandra Rhode’s, which were the closest 
color match among my alt-forms. Another moment’s effort’s reverted 
the color change without compromising my vision, and just like that, | 
was no longer near-sighted. 


Isn’t magic grand? 
=23XS=XKS=X += 


| was still getting dressed, or whatever you’d call putting on pajamas, 
when Zero appeared in the middle of the room-in the vertical sense 
as well because she was floating-with a puff of quickly-vanishing 
smoke and a call of “I’m baaaack!” 


It wasn’t hard to figure out why or how; she looked mostly normal 
except for the pair of elvishly long ears poking out of her hair, 
marking her as an immortal, a native-to-this-’verse magical spirit... 
thing. 


“That implies you left,” | said as | finished adjusting my pajama top. 
“Although | guess you did import.” 


“Yeah. | want to Examine stuff, and Breath got me back in an ‘active’ 
mood. Got any hijinks planned?” 


“Nothing coming up, but | did spend most of yesterday looking like 
Homura.” 


“Why?” 
“| needed to drive the car and | don’t have a driver’s license.” 


“Wait,” Zero said, “You spent al/ day driving around impersonating 
Homura, and you didn’t see anything wrong with that plan?” 


“It was her idea. What’s the problem?” 


“The fact that you don’t have a fucking driver’s license, for one!” she 
Snapped, putting her hands on her hips like a disapproving parent. 


“| don’t have one here!” | yelled back. “I know how to drive!” 
“Oh.” 


Zero relaxed a bit and drifted downwards until she was only slightly 
floating. “Objection withdrawn... assuming the plan actually worked.” 


“It did,” | confirmed. “The only thing that could even slightly be 
regarded as a flaw was that it wasn’t necessary. Honestly, given the 
potential for ‘wacky hijinks’ when it comes to disguises, I’m shocked 
nothing bad happened.” 


There was a long, pregnant pause during which nothing bad 
continued to happen. 


“| should not have said that,” | muttered. “Nice ears, by the way. 
Having fun being intangible?” 


“Not really,” Zero said. “Turns out things are gonna be boring as shit 
for years.” 


“Years?” 


“Yeah. We’re back in Elliot’s freshman year. Earlier than that, even, 
since school hasn't started yet.” 


| frowned. “Let me guess: Management wanted Zeke to go through 
high school-” 


“-and dropped us at the right time to put him in the same year as the 
main characters, yeah.” 


“How big is the school?” | asked. 
“Dunno. Why?” 


“Wondering how likely it is that he butterflies any of the social 
happenstance that lead to the cast shaking out the way it did.” 


“Dunno. The school’s probably pretty big and Zeke isn’t the sort to 
make waves. Max is probably going to shake things up more than he 
is.” 

“Fair enough. Besides, it hasn’t exactly been easy to push things off 
the rails thus far.” | chuckled self-consciously. “I assume you’re not 
just here to update me on Zeke?” 


“Nope!” Zero chirped, doing a loop-de-loop like a paper in a breeze 
to carry herself right into my face. “I wanted to see you all foxy.” 


“Could you not say it like that?” 
“Nope.” 


“Of course not.” | got to my feet with a groan and started pulling my 
pajama top back off. 


“What are you doing?” Zero asked. 


“You want to see me transform, right?” 


“Yeah, | just... how are you more uncomfortable with me being 
naked than you being naked?” 


“’m not taking the underwear off,” | said as | did the same to the 
bottoms. 


“That doesn’t answer the question! Or address it at all!” 

| didn’t bother replying, instead going through the same process I'd 
done yesterday with a bit more speed, then shaking my head to 
remove my bra from where it had landed on my ears like a hat. 


“Oh, that is fucking adorable,” Zero crooned. “But that’s not what | 
meant.” 


“Yip?” 

“You can’t talk like that, can you?” she asked. “That’s inconvenient. 
Anyway, what | wanted to see was your hybrid form. ‘Foxy’, not 
‘literally a fox’.” 


| hadn’t actually tried that yet... and if | went back to human like this, 
I'd be naked again. “Gyekyekyee!” 


“That doesn’t mean anything,” Zero told me. 


| picked up my bra by the strap and waved my head back and forth 
rapidly, inadvertently flipping the cups onto my face again. “Yip.” 


“It's nothing | haven't seen a thousand times before.” 

| made a grumbling noise and rolled my eyes, then stuck my head 
into the top of my pajamas before transforming, which let me quickly 
pull it the rest of the way on like a slightly-too-short nightshirt. 


The moment my head stuck out of the shirt, Zero started laughing 
her ass off. “Hahahaha oh my god you’re a kitsune!” 


“What?” | asked as | put my panties back on, which were much less 
comfortable with a tail coming out of my spine. She was laughing too 
hard to do more than point at the mirror above the vanity, so | 
wandered over and took a look. 


“Oh.” 


Hesitantly, | raised a hand to touch my face. My ‘whiskers’ weren’t 
actually whiskers at all, just lines on my skin. The shape of my face 
had changed subtly to be more ‘fox-like’, with higher cheekbones 
and a more pointed nose, and my eyes had lightened from hazel to 
an intimidatingly inhuman shade of amber. My hair had changed as 
well; | now had two stray locks sticking up and forward like antennae, 
and my previously brown hair now had a reddish tint that made the 
ears sticking up from my head look a lot less out of place than they 
probably should. Suddenly curious, | felt where my human ears 
would be and found that the fox fur extended down from my ‘new’ 
ears to cover the spot where human ears belonged. Huh. 


“If | thought you’d forgive me | would be hugging the he// out of that 
tail oh my god,” Zero babbled as she floated around me, having 
shrunk to the size of a small cat. “God, you are absolutely a kitsune. 
That’s hilarious.” 


“Go ahead, get it over with.” | immediately felt mini!Zero fasten 
herself around my tail. Whatever she said next was too badly muffled 
by the fur to make out, so | ignored her and poked at my face a bit as 
though confirming it was, indeed, my face. Smiling made it obvious 
that my teeth were pointer than any human’s should be; combined 
with my inhuman eye color, | could pull off some real scary faces, 
and amused myself by doing just that in the mirror until Zero got 
bored of rubbing her face on my tail. 


“I’m not sure how | feel about this,” | said. “Is this inappropriate? | 
mean, like, ethnically.” 


Zero floated up to look over my shoulder, so | could clearly see her 
shrug in the mirror. “Not my circus. Hey, what kind of fox did you 


choose?” 
“Just a normal red fox, Vulpes vulpes. Why?” 


“Well, twenty bucks says you’re an Ezo fox-the subspecies native to 
Japan-so you’re part Japanese after all.” She paused. “Hey, did you 
take Greater Chimera?” 


“Yeah,” | said, which had her cracking up again. “What?” 
“Because you get more tails in your Super mode!” 
“Oh. Right.” 


| felt like | should be more upset than | was. Management had gone 
out of their way to mess with me again, but in a way that didn’t really 
matter. Actually, when | thought about it more, this was the closest 
they’d come to a proper, non-mean-spirited prank: nothing more than 
a ‘creative interpretation’ of my actual wishes for a joke that was 
honestly kinda funny, even if it did feel like | was transgressing some 
cultural boundary. 


“Well, I’m glad you’re amused,” | said. “Any plans for the next few 
years?” 


Zero’s good mood collapsed. “No,” she groaned. “Being an immortal 
sounded fun and mischievous, but so far I’ve got fuck-all to actually 
do aside from dodging my drawbacks.” 


“Drawbacks?” 


“Yeah. | didn’t show up to the Jump announcement and all the slots 
filled up, so | had to take some drawbacks to make up the difference. 
It’s not that bad because they’re mostly harmless, but still!” She 
crossed her arms and let out a huff. “Annoying!” 


“How many did you need to take?” | asked. “Immortal is really 
expensive, right?” 


“The Background was free, and | still got the full 600 points in the 
magic section-” 


“Wait, really?” 


“Yeah. The companion section says we get a background of ‘our 
choice’, which includes the ones we have to pay for. Then the magic 
section says ‘Imported Companions get 600 points to spend in the 
magic section’; it doesn’t specify they have to be imports Max 
purchased. So, with 900 points to start with and the Immortal 
background taken care of, | only needed 300 more to afford Mark. | 
almost took Dammit, Jumper because-” 


“You being lewd is the default anyway.” 


“Yes, yes.” Zero rolled her eyes. “It might not change anything, but 

drawbacks generally find a way to mess with you even if you think 

they logically shouldn't. For all | know, it'd make me proportionately 
more lecherous-” 


“Which would have a blast radius.” 


She pouted. “You don’t have to be mean about it. Anyway, | skipped 
that one. | took Supernatural Pin Drop because all it means is that 
I’m gonna get spotted by cameras a couple times a year, but | can 
move all over the planet to deal with that; and Immortal Target 
because having an immortal trying to kill me is like having a kitten as 
a mortal enemy. And that was all the points | needed.” 


| nodded along with her recitation; drawbacks always sucked, and | 
still wasn’t likely to take any myself, but her selection wasn't 
unmanageable. Honestly, the ‘not remembering’ thing was one of the 
worst parts... 


“Wait a minute,” | said. “How do you remember which drawbacks you 
took?” 


“| wrote myself a note!” 


| stared at her for a solid ten seconds. 
“That works?!” 

“Yup!” 

There were no words. 


“SO, as it turned out, the purchased companion import slot was only 
worth the baseline 300 points,” Zero continued. “The magic points 
were for everyone. Heck, since the background was free, | got the 
same value you did. There’s a reason Max likes Indy.” 


“What? Oh, you mean Indy was generous, here.” 


“Yeah, ‘zactly. Can you imagine Management just giving us all 600 
more points for free?” 


“No, that doesn’t seem like them at all.” 


| looked around the room until | found my suitcase, then popped it 
open and pulled out a towel and my toiletries kit. “Now, if you'll 
excuse me, I’m going to shower.” 


Zero opened her mouth. 
“Alone.” 


Zero closed her mouth. 


One shower later, | kicked Zero out of the room just long enough to 
put on a fresh pair of underwear, then got busy unpacking my 
Suitcase. 


“Even your hair antennae are more anime than anything else,” Zero 
said as | finished stocking my underwear drawer and moved on to 


the socks. “Is it just normal hair, or is there actually something to 
them?” 


“Hmm?” 
| reached up and ran a hand over my hairline. 


“| think it’s just normal hair.” | pinched one of the errant locks 
between my fingers and crossed my eyes to examine it more closely. 
“Yup, hair. Are they supposed to be literal antennae?” 


“| thought so.” 


Zero remained silent for a moment before adding, “You know, I’m still 
weirded out by you suddenly being fine hanging around in your 
underwear.” 


| finished with the socks and slid the drawer shut with a flourish. 
“When have | ever freaked out about you seeing me in my 
underwear?” 


“Well, never, because I’ve never seen you in your underwear before. 
It just Seems ass-backwards to be more flustered by seeing 
someone else’s panties than being seen in yours. Like, if / was 
prancing about in my underwear, you'd flip out.” 


Well, yes, because context is important. “Zero, if | Saw you ‘prancing 
about in your underwear’, it would probably be because you decided 
to strip for me for some reason. This is a changing room.” 

“It's a bedroom.” 


“In which | was changing.” 


“That is... semantically true,” Zero admitted. “Still seems like a 
double standard. You can be in your underwear platonically, but if | 
do it, its automatically something sexual?” 


“Zero, how much of what you do isn’t sexual?” 


That shut her up long enough for me to finish hanging up all my 
shirts and move on to the skirts. 


“Did you take the telekinesis perk?” she asked. 
“Yeah, why?” 

“Speak with animals’?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 


“| think those are the things Grace needs to have her antennae out 
for,” Zero explained. “I thought you might have a wimpy pair because 
you didn’t get the perks that use them.” 


“You're still on about that?” 
“I’m bored!” 
“It’s only the third day of the Jump.” 


“| know!” she whined. “At this rate, | should just let my drawback- 
mandated enemy kill me and spare myself the torment.” 


= XSSKS=XK see 
“Morning, Homura.” 
“Morning, Cass.” 


We had an actual kitchen now! The oven, stove, and dishwasher had 
already been installed, as they weren’t the kind of thing you’d take 
with you or sell when leaving an apartment; we’d now added the 
other essential appliances (refrigerator, toaster oven, and 
microwave), furniture (dining table and chairs), and dishes (bowls, 
plates, glasses, and cutlery). Homura was already seated at the 
table, leafing through a phonebook, a glass containing a few traces 
of orange juice the only evidence that she’d eaten anything at all. | 
grabbed a box of whole-grain cereal and poured myself a bowl; the 


milk smelled kinda weird at first, but given that Homura had only 
bought it last night, it was probably just, well, me. 


“SO,” | said, “What are you working on?” 


“Calling contractors to look at remodeling the downstairs space,” she 
said. “I could do it myself, but that would be a shortcut.” 


“Do you really expect me to believe you set up all that furniture 
without waking me without shortcuts?” 


“Yes.” 

Her poker face was perfect. 

“Still planning on doing a pastry shop?” | asked. 
“Yes.” 


“Are you going to be able to bake enough for an entire shop without 
shortcuts?” 


“| don’t need to sleep, and can create extra time if | need it.” 
“How is that not a shortcut?!” 

“l’m still doing everything by hand,” Homura said. 

“Wouldn't that be true of you doing the remodel yourself?” 


“It’s ‘No shortcuts,” she stressed. “That means doing things the 
‘right’ way, even if we need to bend the rules a little to make it work.” 


“Like the car trunk? The shopping was the important part, and it 
didn’t really matter how | got things back here?” 


“Yeas.” 


| hummed through another bite of cereal as | puzzled out the internal 
consistency in Homura’s logic. “Why didn’t you let me go back to my 
room for a mirror, then?” 


“Because the shopping was an important step, as you said.” 


“SO we can still use certain perks-with-a-lower-case-P as long as 
they don’t get around anything involved in an ‘important step’.” 


“Within reason,” she allowed. 
“And ‘important steps’ include...” 


“Any challenge that a pair of normal sisters opening a normal pastry 
shop would normally experience in a normal world.” 


“Right.” | drank the leftover milk, doing my best not to slurp, then put 
my dishes in the dishwasher and the cereal and milk away. 
“Homura?” 


“Yes?” she replied, looking up from the phonebook. 
“Notice anything different?” 


Homura looked at my fox ears, whiskers, and tail, then said, “You’re 
shedding on the carpet.” 
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Max knocked on the door a few hours later. There had to have been 
one perk or another in play for me to recognize... her? She was 
already getting into the spirit of things, it seemed: this Jump, Max 
was a woman in her mid-forties with auburn hair and a stern face. 
Today, she had her hair in a braid that hung to her mid-back, covered 
by an FBI cap to ward off the sun. 


“Hey, Max,” | said, opening the door and waving her inside. “Err, 
should | call you something else?” 


“No, I’m still Max. Maxine if you want to differentiate male and female 
‘me’, but | wouldn’t bother.” She set the box down on the small side- 
table by the coat rack and pulled off her aviators and hat before 
removing her shoes. “Don’t worry about pronouns, either, | don’t 
care.” 


“Cool. To what do we owe the visit?” 


“| brought a housewarming gift.” Max nodded at the box. “Go on, 
open it up.” 


Only a single strip of office tape kept the flaps closed, so it took me 
all of five seconds to reveal a plant in a large ornamental pot. “Oh, 
nice,” | said. “I’m sure we can find a good spot for this.” After a 
glance to confirm Max was done messing with her shoes, | added, 
“Homura’s in the living room. Follow me.” 


| carried the plant to the other end of the house, where Homura was 
almost finished installing a set of window shades on the pair of large 
street-facing windows that formed the ‘back’ of our apartment. 


“Max brought us a plant,” | said. 


“A plant?” Homura took a look over her shoulder at me and the plant. 
“Oh, Dieffenbachia amoena. Thank you, Max.” 


“Any idea where we should put it?” 


“Put it on the kitchen table for now. We can find a permanent spot 
later.” 


Max followed me as | set the plant down as instructed. “Anything to 
drink?” | asked her. 


She waved a hand dismissively. “No thank you, I’m fine. Just wanted 
to see how you were settling in.” 


“Worried about me?” 


“Maybe a little,” Max said, smirking as she leaned her hip against the 
table. “You’ve had some very ‘interesting’ adventures-which is why 
you’re taking a break this Jump, unless | misunderstood?” 

“Pretty much, yeah. Do you want to sit down?” 

“Nah, I’m good. Just dropping by to annoy you.” 

“Mission failed, then, cause you’re welcome here.” 

Max snorted at my quip. 

“Say,” | said, “speaking of ‘interesting adventures’, why didn’t you tell 
me | could’ve just written myself a note about which drawbacks | 
take?” 


“What?” 


“The memory hiding. Why didn’t you tell me | could write a note to 
get around that?” 


“Because that doesn’t work. | tried.” 

“Zero said it worked for her.” 

She furrowed her brow, then shrugged. “That's the first time I’ve 
heard of it working for anyone. | guess Management doesn’t care 
enough to crack down on her.” 

“Or Indy let it slip by.” 

“Has she done it before?” 

“| don’t know. Why?” | immediately answered my own question. “Oh, 
if i's something she’s been doing for a while, it couldn’t just be Indy 


letting something slide this once.” 


“Exactly.” 


We paused to watch Homura put the last nail in the window shade 
bracket. She wasn’t using a hammer or anything-once she had the 
position right, she simply pushed the nail into the wall like a 
thumbtack into corkboard. 


“| thought you were trying to have a ‘normal’ life,” Max said. 

“We are,” Homura replied. 

“You're flying.” 

“We’re trying to have a normal life,” | explained. “With normal 
problems and normal tasks. You know, ‘running a business’ and 
‘keeping a home’ rather than ‘taking over a city’ or ‘shepherding the 
chosen one on his quest to punch God’.” 

“Isn’t that what you did in Trek?” Max asked. “The ‘normal problems 
and normal tasks’ thing, not the shepherding thing; that was the next 
one.” 


“In context, yes, but that’s pretty far removed from my concept of 
‘normal’ life.” 


“Ah, right, we haven't ruined your concept of ‘normal’ yet.” 

“Give it time.” 

Homura finished hanging the shades on the mounting she’d 
installed, then settled back on the ground before turning to face us. 
“What do you think?” 

“Looks nice,” | said. 

She nodded in satisfaction and walked over to join us in the kitchen, 
taking up a position by the now-stocked fridge. “How are you settling 


in, Max?” 


“Just fine,” Max said. “The house was set up for us already. Got my 
new desk set up at work, too.” 


“How’s Zeke?” 
“Adjusting. A little out of sorts, but he'll be fine.” 
“Did he go Drop-In?” | asked. 


“No, he settled on Transuniversal Visitor,” Max said. “He wasn’t 
excited about having import memories and such, but he figured that 
he’d definitely get them at some point, so he might as well try it now.” 


“And?” Homura asked. 

“He said the new memories were, and | quote, ‘unexceptional’.” 
“That sounds like Zeke, all right,” | said. “I think he’ll do fine.” 
“Yup. Say, Cass, did Zero give you her housewarming gift yet?” 


“No...?” | said, exchanging a glance with Homura. “She was here 
earlier, but-” 


“| forgot!” Zero yelled as she popped into existence on the kitchen 
counter-standing on the counter, since she was only a foot and a half 
tall at the moment. “I got distracted by Cass turning into a kitsune. 

Hi, Max!” 

“Hi,” Max said. “You turned into a kitsune?” 


| shrugged. “So it seems. | expected to be a generic fox furry but 
ended up a cute monster girl. It could be worse.” 


“| could make it worse,” Zero offered. 
“Why would you offer that?” 


“Why would you keep tempting fate if you didn’t want things to get 
worse?” 


“The present?” Max reminded her. 


“Oh, yeah! The present!” Zero flew right over and poked me in the 
back of the head, hard. “Done!” 


“Your present was... a poke in the head.” | paused, then started 
laughing. “That should not make me laugh this hard-it’s not even 
funny!” 


“It is so funny! But the reason | poked you was to give you a Magic 
Mark.” 


“Oh. Oh. Cool.” | reached up and felt the back of my head as though 
that would give me any indication of what she’d actually done. “Are 
you going to tell me what it does?” 


“I'd be tempted not to,” Zero said, “but it’s supposed to be a gift, so: | 
gave you the ability to copy people’s appearances!” 


“The beam spell?” Max asked. 


“Yeah, that one. Well, that was the idea; it probably won’t develop 
the same way, but | made the mark as close to that as possible.” 


“So | just point my hand at someone, and... what?” 

“Try it,” Max said. “You'll figure it out.” 

| did, and | did. There was a strange sensation-like pulling on a shirt 
that didn’t quite fit, except over my entire body-and then | stopped 
and ran my hands over an exact copy of Max’s jacket. “Clothes too? 
Cool.” 

“Twins!” she cheered. 

“Nice. You know, this would have been really useful yesterday.” 


“Oh?” 


“She spent most of the day disguised as me,” Homura said. 


Max saw the utility immediately. “You don’t have an identity item, do 
you?” 


“Yeah, no driver’s license.” | glanced at Zero and added, “Zero told 
me off for driving without a license because she apparently forgot 
that | am a real adult with actual skills.” 


“It'd be easier to remember if you acted your age,” she shot back. 
Max opened her mouth to tell Zero to back off, but | waved her to 
silence before she could get started. “It’s all good fun. Hey, does this 
work on animals?” 


“Sure will,” Zero said. “I figured you’d want to grab more animal 
forms, too-why are you facepalming?” 


“Because | got stabbed for nothing, apparently,” | complained. 
“Guess I'll have to tell Jenn she can throw out the animagus potion.” 


“Stabbed?” Max repeated. “Oh, she got you with Soul Letter.” 
“Why do you have a knife that cuts souls, anyway?” 


“Because it’s useful. | ought to get around to removing the ‘only 
unwilling victims’ part of that enchantment, though.” 


“You really should.” 


“Hey, you got better, right?” she said. “Why did you want to become 
an animagus, anyway? You could’ve just used our Escafil Device.” 


“A what?” 


“| didn’t know we had one,” Homura said. “You said it wasn’t worth 
purchasing.” 


“Because | could just grab one in the Jump-and | did.” 


“Hold on,” | interrupted. “What’s an... eskiful device?” 


“It’s the little superpower-granting cube from Animorphs,” Max 
explained, prompting me to facepalm again. “Didn’t you read 
Animorphs as a kid?” 

“Nope. | did read another K. A. Applegate series-which was totally 
inappropriate for a fourth-grade audience, by the way. Someone gets 
impaled by a two-by-four in the first book!” 


“What, like, through the chest?” Zero asked. “How did they survive 
that?” 


“They very much fucking did not.” 


“Animorphs isn’t any better, kid-friendliness-wise,” Max said. “And of 
course, the Jump was a nightmare.” 


“Body snatchers,” | grumbled. “I hate body snatchers.” 

“Have you run into any, or just on general principle?” 

“General principle isn’t enough?” 

She raised a hand to deflect my indignation. “No, I’m with you-body 
snatching is a horrid crime. | was just wondering if you’d had an 
‘incident’.” 


“No, | haven't run into any literal body snatchers myself. | did do a lot 
of outreach with victims of parahuman violence after the Troubles, 
though, and the master victims were often the worst off.” 


“Ah.” 


| coughed. “Back to happier topics, though: thanks for the mark, 
Zero. | appreciate it. Really.” 


“Anytime!” Zero shot me two thumbs up. “And if you ever want me to 
Awaken an apprentice for you, hit me up!” 


“How would | contact you? You don’t have a cell phone.” 


“Yes | do.” 
“How?” 
“Magic!” 
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Chapter 87: Creature Comforts 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 87: Creature Comforts 


“This is nice, isn’t it?” | asked Homura over dinner that evening. We’d 
decided to try an Italian restaurant only a block away from our 
apartment and future shop-one convenience of literally living ‘in’ 
downtown-and had just placed our order for a couple of pasta 
dishes. 


“It is,” she agreed. “It’s a very different mood than the month 
between Jumps. I’d come to think of that as ‘normal life’. This is... 
refreshing.” 


“You're not bored?” 


“Waiting for the shop to be ready is an annoyance, but I’ll have more 
than enough to keep me busy, soon enough.” 


| nodded. “I was thinking we should get something for the apartment. 
Board games, video games... something we can do together in our 
free time.” 


“| don’t play many games.” 


“That's fine. You can try them if you want, and if not, I’ll have them 
for guests.” 


“You're planning on having guests?” Homura asked. 


“Well, | mean, we’re going to be here for a decade, so it'll probably 
happen at some point. Or I'll be a guest and bring boardgames with 
me.” 


“Do people do that?” 


“Ninety percent of the admittedly little in-person social interaction | 
got after college was me and my friends meeting up at someone’s 
house with boardgames.” | smiled at the memory, then smiled harder 
at the question that prompted it. “You are very much not a board 
game geek.” 

“Lam not.” 

“What are you planning to do while we wait for the remodeling?” 
“There’s work to be done that doesn’t need to wait for the remodel: 
setting up a website, for example. I’m going to bake some sample 
cakes in the apartment kitchen. | think | can get some of the 


restaurants around here to buy cakes and pies from us, and the 
sooner | have samples, the better.” 


“And in your free time?” 

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Il suppose | could go vampire hunting-” 
“Really? Vampire hunting?” 

“It’s productive.” 

“Yes, it’s productive, but-” 

“But it’s not normal,” Homura said. 

“Homura.” | leaned forward slightly to look her squarely in the eye. “If 
you'd said, ‘it’s fun,’ I'd have-well, I'd have questioned your idea of 
fun, but | wouldn’t object to it on the grounds of it being ‘not normal’. 
I’m being normal; you can do whatever you want.” 


“But?” 


“But it sounds like you’re doing it because it’s what you usually do.” 


“You're saying I’m indulging in a vampire-hunting habit? Ah, thank 
you,” she added as the waiter arrived with our meals. 


“Black pepper?” he offered. “Or, uh, extra garlic?” 


The three of us stared at each other for a comically appropriate 
amount of time. 


“We’re good,” Homura said, sending the waiter scurrying off. | tasted 
my vegetable fusilli and found it palatable, but not great; it was about 
what you'd get from Star Trek’s replicators, which was not high 
praise. It was better than anything | could cook myself, sure, but the 
set of ‘things | could cook’ was functionally empty. 


She picked the conversation up where we'd left off. “I admit it is what 
| normally do. You know, even before | met Max, I'd lived asa 
magical girl longer than | could remember not being one.” 


“| did not Know that.” 

“It’s true.” Her voice was neutral, casual, like it was just a bit of trivia. 
“| didn’t count, but... | must have tried nearly a hundred times before 
Max interrupted.” 


One hundred months. That’s... eight years? What was | supposed to 
say to that? ‘I’m sorry’? Just thinking it made me want to cringe. 


If Homura noticed my dilemma, she didn’t comment on it. “After | 
joined, | was still the one responsible for ‘hunting’. I’m good at it. 
There are very few things that can stand up to an opponent who can 
act arbitrarily fast. So, yes, it is ‘what | usually do’.” 


“You've had a long time to get set in your ways.” 
“Yes.” 


| hesitated before deciding to risk my next question. 


“I’m sorry if this is a sensitive subject, but didn’t you take any time to 
enjoy not needing to hunt? | know you’re more concerned about 
getting power than anything else, but...” 


She shook her head. “Hunting-vampires, demons, aliens, humans, 
whatever we were facing that jump-was what | did. It’s not just a 
habit, it’s ‘what I’m good at’. You understand?” 


| did. 


“It's what you contribute,” | said. “Something that lets you earn your 
keep, so to speak.” 


Homura smiled. “I knew you would. My reasons were different than 
yours, but you put it well, a few Jumps ago: ‘I felt | had no talents or 
skills or... anything to offer the world.” She paused to watch my 
reaction to my own words-or rather, my paraphrasing of Madoka’s 
words. Wait, she said her reasons were different than mine. Is she 
even aware who I'd been quoting? 


“| was sickly for a very long time,” Homura continued, disturbing that 
train of thought. “I had a heart defect, so | couldn’t do any sort of 
physical activity, and | ended up in a hospital several times when | 
grew dizzy or fainted just from standing. It was so bad that | had to 
be homeschooled for several years because the local school couldn't 
accommodate me. 


“Growing up like that, it was obvious that other people were just 
better than | was. Friendlier, smarter, stronger, healthier... they could 
do so many things | couldn't. And | was lonely; no one wanted to 
spend time with the sad, sickly little girl wno couldn't play. | started to 
wish | could just fade away, like a ghost. After all, | couldn’t do 
anything right, and had no friends; why was | still alive if l’'d never be 
able to do anything? All the time and money people had spent on me 
was wasted, because | would never be anything but a burden. 
Useless. Worthless. 


“The doctors told me that I’d get better after the surgery, but | knew 
I’d still be ‘me’-the same useless, hopeless, friendless little girl I'd 
always been. But when | showed up at school that first day after | got 
out of the hospital, | finally found a friend. Finally, someone looked at 
me not as someone to pity, but as someone worth knowing for 
myself. And then...” 


Neither of us was eating at the moment; her attention was 
somewhere in the middle distance, while | stared at a point in the 
center of the table. “So,” she continued, “I may not have needed to 
hunt to survive, but... it was the only thing I'd ever done right. | didn’t 
have anything else to offer Max to justify all the things she offered 
me, and | couldn’t stand the thought of going back to being a burden. 
Max wasn’t the powerhouse you know her as, back then, so it wasn’t 
make-work. She needed my power, and I--| needed to be needed. 
I’m Sure you understand. 


“But as much as | didn’t want to be useless again, | was tempted. 
During the quieter decades, in worlds like this one... | could have 
taken a break. Put down the sword, metaphorically speaking.” 
Homura paused to look at her fork as though worried she’d damaged 
it-actually, that was exactly why she was looking at it, and she had. 
She traced a finger along the crumpled handle, one type of magic or 
another undoing the mangling she'd given it by squeezing too hard, 
then set it down on the table so as to not damage it again. 


“... but?” | asked when she didn’t continue. 

“My first Jump-the next Jump after mine, | mean-was one such quiet 
one, and | thought... | thought getting a ‘new body’ might mean | 
wouldn’t be”-her face twitched toward a scowl before returning to 
neutrality-“a lich.” 

“You're not a lich. You're alive-” 


“That ‘life’ is a facade,” Homura interrupted. “There’s no sense 
denying it. | am, functionally, a lich-a soul container piloting a body.” 


She tapped her ring for emphasis. “Il appreciate the sentiment, but it 
is what it is.” 


| grimaced. /t is what it is. “Sorry. | didn’t mean to invalidate how you 
feel.” 


“| understand. | Know what you were trying to say, but the fact is that 
my situation remained unchanged. | shouldn’t have expected 
anything else. Once you become a magical girl, your life as you 
knew it is over. The best you can hope for is to die with no regrets 
and not drag your friends down with you.” She returned to her meal 
without further comment, apparently ignorant of the weight of what 
she’d just said. 


Who was that last bit aimed at? 


It could describe Sayaka’s downward spiral pulling Madoka into 
danger, or Mami encouraging the girls to make a contract, but it 
could also describe Homura contracting for Madoka’s sake. | couldn’t 
imagine her meaning the latter, given what | Knew about her feelings- 
and it would contradict the ‘die without regrets’ thing she'd just said- 
but it fit. It fit her too, maybe better than she realized. 


Or maybe she knew full well what she’d said and simply didn’t regret 
her choice. 


“| really didn’t intend for this conversation to get this heavy,” | 
muttered as | returned my attention to my own dinner. Well, perhaps 
‘turned my attention’ was the wrong phrase to use; | barely 
registered the mediocre pasta | was working through. 


Minutes passed. 


“What are you planning to do with your time?” Homura asked, 
turning the question around on me. 


“I’m still trying to figure that out. Back home, | spent all my time 
online, playing video games eight hours a day.” 


“But?” 


“But... nothing? | mean, there’s nothing stopping me from doing that. 
It just seems like a waste.” 


“Of time?” she asked. 
“Well, yes, but I’m /ooking for a waste of time.” 
We ate more of our pasta. 


“| guess it’s a waste of life,” | said, picking up the conversation after 
giving it some thought. “Il mean, | didn’t realize the root of it for a long 
time, but | always knew | was happier online because | wasn't 
myself. | was chasing that escapist high, you know? It was the 
closest | could get to disappearing into some hackneyed isekai plot.” 
Which is more or less what | ended up doing, somehow, because 
‘real life’ wasn't so real after all-and thank God for that, seriously. 
“Now that | have everything | could have wanted and more, it seems 
like a horrible waste to go back to old habits.” 


“| still sense a ‘but’.” 


“But | don’t actually have much idea how a normal, healthy person 
spends their free time-not in the twenty-first century, anyway. I’m 
pretty sure that ‘healthy’ people play video games for an hour or two 
every so often, not all day every day.” 


“What do you do during the time between Jumps?” 


“Like you said, that’s different. The Warehouse doesn’t try to imitate 
real life, or at least it doesn’t try very hard. It’s more... hm...” 


“Dreamlike?” she suggested. 


“Yeah. When everything’s always ready and nothing ever changes, 
time doesn't pass correctly.” 


Homura furrowed her brow in thought while she finished her current 
bite of pasta. “I expected that sensation to be unique to me.” 


“Nope.” | ate another fork-full of my fusilli, then continued, “Not 
needing to eat three meals a day or sleep eight hours a night makes 
it even easier to lose time.” 


“Mhm.” 
“Then again, time passes weirdly without the Warehouse too.” 
“How so?” 


“Sometimes it feels like it just... skips around.” | waved my fork back 
and forth as though it would demonstrate the fickleness of time. “It’s 

like... like it just slips away. | swear to god, sometimes it’s like | wake 
up to a title card reading ‘Five Years Later’.” 


“That may be the memory perk’s fault,” Homura said. “Your memory 
doesn’t fade, so it feels like everything happened yesterday- 
especially if you’re doing the same things every day. Perks that help 
with boredom can speed up your perception of time spent on 
repetitive tasks as well.” 


“| mean, | Knew it'd done some odd things to my sense of ‘recent’, 
but... | don’t know. | think I’ve felt that way before-before Max 
recruited me, | mean.” 


“Did you suffer from ADHD?” 
“Uh... | was never diagnosed, but | probably did. Why?” 


“Difficulty placing memories in time is a common symptom of 
ADHD,” she explained. “It’s sometimes called ‘time blindness’, 
though that can also mean an unawareness of time passing in the 
present. It’s one of the ways ADHD can strain interpersonal 
relationships. People with ADHD don’t need frequent connections to 


maintain a feeling of familiarity, and so may neglect speaking to 
people who do require ‘upkeep’ on their friendships.” 


| stared at her, my pasta forgotten. 
“That’s ADHD?” 
“Pardon?” 


“| mean”-| started waving my fork around even more energetically-“! 
noticed after Bet that | could go right back to hanging out with people 
| hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words to in a subjective decade 
like no time had passed. | thought-I| mean, you’re telling me that’s 
ADHD?” 


“So that is different, compared to your time before joining the 
‘chain?” 


“Well, it's not like | really had cause to test it before,” | admitted as | 
put my fork back to work at it’s intended task, which was not 
‘demonstrating my feelings through rapid motion’. “Actually, | guess | 
did drop out of contact with some of my friends when | went to 
college... and | was able to just pick things back up with them like it 
hadn't been five years since we'd talked... and they a/so have 
ADHD...” 


“There you have it,” Homura said. 
“But that should have been fixed after we got back from Bet, right?” 


“At which point you’d had an unfading memory for more than a 
decade.” 


“Different cause, same effect?” | sighed and shrugged. “It’s not a bad 
theory, | guess-it’'d explain why my time on Bet blurs together so bad 
even with the memory perk. Regardless, on the off-chance that | 
subjectively experience the time between now and the shop opening, 
want to go shopping for board games with me?” 


She smiled. “I'd be happy to.” 
“Awesome.” 
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As it happened, there was no local game store in Strawfield, so we 
headed down the interstate through the small stretch of 
underdeveloped land that separated our fair town from the Big City. 
Apoapolis surprised me; | was expecting it to be more like New York 
and less like... well, itself. Or, according to Homura... 


“This looks a lot like Indianapolis,” she said as we pulled off the 
highway and onto the streets of the city. 


“Makes sense, based on the name,” | said. “Is the geography right?” 


“It’s roughly the right distance from Moperville. Naperville is right 
outside Chicago, which is about three hours from Indianapolis by 
Car.” 


“Where’s Strawfield based on, then?” 


“I’m not sure,” Homura said. “There are ‘thing-fields’ all around 
Indianapolis. It may be based on a specific one, a sort of ‘average’ of 
them, or completely unrelated in every way but name. I’d need to 
have visited them to say for sure, but | would guess one of the latter.” 


“Why's that?” 


“The town is... odd. It’s an irregular blend of a small town anda 
suburb-‘irregular’ meaning ‘in ways that don’t fit together sensibly’. 
You see that sort of thing in fictional places with conflicting 
background details.” 


| sighed and put the question out of my mind. 


Our target was a store by the name of ‘Cardboard Heroes’, a 
combination board game, card, and comic shop sitting in a strip mall 


two blocks away from the freeway exit, across the lot from a large 
movie theatre currently advertising a two-for-one deal for online 
ticket purchases. My first impression of the shop was musty; the 
single fan sitting on the counter near the door was woefully 
insufficient to stir the stale air. 


The guy behind the desk responded to the bell over the door by 
droning, “Welcome to Cardboard Heroes,” with the tone of someone 
who simply isn’t paid enough to care. He was a heavyset thirty- 
something with acne scars partially hidden by more acne, a poorly- 
kempt beard, and a receding hairline; his shirt read ‘Charisma is my 
dump stat, deal with it!’ around a stylized d20. 

The unfortunately-well-labeled man perked up a bit when he saw 
who had come in, and his following call of “How can | help you?” was 
more energetic. 

“Shopping for board games,” | said with a smile. 

“What does your brother like?” 

Homura and | exchanged a glance. 

“Boyfriend?” games-store-jerk asked with clear annoyance. 
“Shopping for ourselves.” 

The guy forced his frown back into his best approximation of a 
charming smile. “I’m not sure we'll have what you're looking for,” he 
said. “Il know the Best Sale down the road has Monopoly and Sorry!; 
those might be more your speed?” 

Oh. This bullshit. 

“Akemi?” | asked, my smile turning into a rictus grin. 


“Yes, Cass?” she replied. 


“Can | burn the store down?” 


“| thought we were trying to get through the year with a minimum of 
violence and property damage.” 


“Minimum’ doesn’t mean none.” 


The store clerk had started edging away from us the moment my 
smile went from ‘insincere’ to ‘deliberately deranged’, and fled 
properly at the mention of arson. | dropped the ‘violent lunatic’ act 
with a sigh and started looking around the store myself, trying to find 
some sort of method to the chaos. 


| didn’t need to; a few seconds later, another, less-descript clerk 
emerged from the backroom and repeated the greeting with the 
traditional enthusiasm. “Welcome to Cardboard Heroes, how can | 
help you?” 


“Board games?” | asked. 


“Against the far wall, behind the superman spin-offs.” He pointed off 
to our right, then returned to the backroom before | could thank him. 


Sure enough, the boardgames were stacked floor-to-ceiling at the 
further end of the shop. The first thing | saw when we got to the 
board games wall was the recently-released (or so the display said) 
Monopoly: Middle Earth, which just made the first employee’s 
attitude that much more insulting. 


From what was, to my mildly discerning eyes, a good selection of 
games, | ended up buying four. Codenames was one of my favorites 
back home, and could be played with two players even if it made a 
better party game. Carcassonne was a game my friends had talked 
about a lot, but no one owned; | wanted to try it. Pandemic, for much 
the same reason and some co-op goodness. And Scrabble because 
it’s a classic, no matter how much | suck at it. 


Homura bought a Go set. | was a little worried she’d try to teach me 
how to play, but fair was fair; if she was willing to put up with my 


complete inability to understand the intricacies of the game, | was 
willing to keep bashing my head against the board. 


“Maybe we should head down to the Best Sale after all,” | said as we 
climbed back into the car. “We don’t have a TV or stereo system.” 


“Do we need one?” Homura asked. 
“It'd be nice to watch the news, at least.” 
“True.” 


The Best Sale was less than a mile away, and after moving the 
board games to the trunk to minimize the admittedly low risk of a 
smash-and-grab, we headed in to the bland-name Best Buy. 
Honestly, it’s not the universe was fooling anyone. It had the same 
logo, the same color scheme, the whole nine yards. What was the 
point? 


“How large a TV were you thinking?” Homura asked as we headed 
for the massive wall of televisions. 


| cleared my throat as | refocused on the task at hand. “I don’t know. 
How big a TV can we fit in the living room?” 


“Hmm... if we use the wall between the living room and the 
bathroom, we could go as large as 60 inches. 72 if we do the 
adjacent wall.” 


“That’s a lot.” 
“You asked for the maximum,” she pointed out. 
“Fair.” 


We cleared the last isle between us and the televisions, giving me a 
nice view of a hundred fancy televisions playing some sort of nature 


documentary-and that was about as much as | could say about the 
products for sale. “I honestly know nothing about TVs.” 


“Start with the basics,” Homura told me. “Standing or wall-mounted?” 
“A TV stand would give us somewhere to put the DVD player.” 
“Standing, then. Large or very large?” 

“Those are the options?” 

She smirked. “They are.” 

“Very large, then.” 

Decision made, Homura began wandering along the row of 
televisions. “Very large standing TV,” she repeated as she went. 


“Let’s see...” 


She did one complete back-and-forth in front of the wall of TVs 
before deciding on one not far from where we’d started. “This one.” 


It looked just like all the others to me, so | said, “Okay.” 
“You agree?” 
“| just told you | know nothing about TVs.” 


“That’s a yes, then,” Homura said. “We’re going to need a TV stand, 
too.” 


Oh no, not again. “Did | take the Swedekea drawback by accident or 
something?” 


It took her a moment to grasp my leap of logic. “They sell TV stands 
here.” 


“Oh, right.” 


“Cass-” 
“Yes, | know I’m ridiculous, thanks.” 


Homura gave me a considering look, then said, “As long as you’re 
aware.” 


The stands were, conveniently, located right next to the televisions, 
as were the speakers and DVD players. “Has AppleTV been 
invented yet?” | asked when a cursory search failed to find the 
overpriced little gadget. 

“Hard to say. A comic that uses contemporary references across a 
twenty-year run within a single in-setting year tends to be somewhat 
fuzzy on release dates.” 

“That’s discomforting.” 

“It is what it is. Want a Wii?” 

“That’s available, but AppleTV isn’t?” 

Homura shrugged. “Webcomic time.” 

We bought the Wii. 

262 XSSKS=X see 


“That's a roomy trunk,” the Best Sale employee who'd helped us with 
the television said as it disappeared into said trunk. 


“It’s a nice feature,” | agreed. “Thanks for the help.” 


“No problem.” He headed back into the store, and Homura and | 
climbed back into the car. 


For a moment, nothing happened. Homura didn’t start the car. | 
didn’t say anything. We’d parked in the parking garage, so it was 
only slightly warm, rather than the broiling heat of a car left out in the 


noonday sun. A pleasant moment where time seemed to wait for us, 
just for a little while. 


“This was nice,” Homura said. 

“It was,” | agreed. 

“Home?” 

“Home.” 

The car rumbled to life, and we headed back towards Strawfield. 
---X==X==X--- 


It only took two trips to bring everything inside-one for the television 
and TV stand, and another for all the small accessory boxes. 
Assembling the TV stand took about ten minutes, rearranging the 
furniture in the living room another ten, and hooking up the various 
appliances another thirty, most of which was cable management. 
One cable in particular stood out in its absence. 


“We don’t have cable,” | said after realizing we didn’t have cable. 


“Why would we have cable without a TV?” Homura asked, having 
known we didn’t have cable. 


“| feel ridiculous now.” 
“You’re often ridiculous.” 


| grumbled to myself as | wandered over to the couch and dropped 
onto it. “At least we have board games.” 


“Want to play?” 


| did; | hadn’t expected her to, though. “What were you thinking?” | 
asked with a wary look at the Go box that didn’t go unnoticed. 


“| was thinking Go, but it seems that wasn’t what you had in mind.” 


“| can’t wrap my head around it. Besides, I’m fairly sure I'd fall so far 
short of you even in a game | know how to play.” 


“Possibly.” Homura walked around to the couch and sat down next to 
me. “Is that why you bought cooperative games?” 


“| just like co-op games in general. Or rather, | hate losing, and co-op 
games mean | win more than once in however-many-players-there- 
are.” 


“You've got a competitive streak. No wonder you looked so happy 
whenever you won our spars.” 


“Beating you is an accomplishment!” | gave her a light poke in the 
ribs in my elbow. “Even with how much you held back.” 


“You didn’t have any magic at that point. | was only playing fair.” 
“Well...” 


| didn’t manage to come up with a retort to keep the repartee going 
before the silence got too long. 


“... thanks,” | finished lamely. 

ace XS=KS=XK oss 

A few days later, | was putting our newly-hooked-up cable 
subscription through its paces-which is to say, channel surfing-when 
the phone rang. | muted the television and took the short trip into the 
kitchen for the handset. 


“Kyogen residence,” | answered, already on my way back to the 
couch. 


“Cassandra?” 


“Zeke! Err, is it still ‘“Zeke’?” 

“Yes. | told Management | wanted to stay Zeke, but they made me 
‘Zack’ instead. I’m telling everyone who asks that it is a clerical 
error.” 


| stifled a laugh as | flopped down. “I guess that works. How’s it 
going?” 


“Well enough. How are you?” 
“I’m good. How are you?” 


“If | say, ‘Well enough, how are you?’, are we going to get trapped in 
a loop?” 


“Come on,” | drawled. “I heard you went for import memories- 
Transuniversal Visitor, right? That’s got to be an adjustment.” 


“Not as much as you think. My ‘new’ life is very close to my old one.” 
“How’s that work?” 

“Before being dimensionally displaced, | grew up in an orphanage 
that served as its own school,” he explained. “It is, in broad strokes, 
not dissimilar from how | spent my childhood last Jump.” 


“Huh. Convenient, | guess.” 


“| have no complaints-aside from the name. Are you still in 
Moperville?” 


“No, we’re in Strawfield-about two hours down I-7 from Moperville, 
right before you hit Apoapolis. And we’re good. Things are a little dull 
right now, but construction on the shop should start by next week.” 


“Construction?” Zeke asked. “Shop?” 


“Oh, right: Homura bought an empty storefront we’re turning into a 
bakery.” 


“Do you know how to bake?” 
“Not even a little, but she does. All | have to do is run the register.” 
There was a pause. 


“When you said you were going to have a normal life without wacky 
adventures, | did not picture something quite that mundane.” 


“That's fair.” | moved the phone to my other ear before | asked, 
“What about you? Are you going to seek out wacky adventures, or 
just try to slip through school without attracting any weirdness?” 


“| think | am more than weird enough on my own.” 


“If you want to be, | guess. Oh, that reminds me: did you end up 
taking a magic origin?” 


“| did,” Zeke said. “| decided that Seer gave me the best chance of 
understanding magic, as well as getting around the concerns about 
getting my own, customized spells. But I’m not using it right now.” 


“You mean you're not doing any magic right now, or...?” 
“Yes. What else would | mean?” 


| shrugged, though he couldn’t see it over the phone. “Someone 
suggested | could ask Management to ‘defer’ purchases. | thought 
you might have done something like that.” 


“No, | did not. If | want to understand this Jump’s so-called Magic, | 
should study it here, in its native world.” 


“Makes sense to me.” 


“I’m not doing so now, though.” 


“Right. Keeping your head down, then?” 


“For now,” Zeke said. “I have not fully settled in. Speaking of magic, 
did you take Magic Resistance, or the three other perks?” 


“The collection. Magic Resistance would be nice, but | figure I’d be 
offered a similar perk the next time we go somewhere I'd need it.” 


“Sensible. Have you used any of them?” 


“Thanks,” | said, “and yes, | have. I’m pretty sure Weirdness Apathy 
was involved when | shoved three times our car’s volume into the 
trunk, and I’ve experimented with telekinesis a little. TK feels really 
weird to have ‘on’ because it makes me hyper-aware of everything 
around me-” 


“You can turn it off?” 


“Kinda? It’s doesn’t need me to have my ‘antennae’ out-probably 
because you can take the perk without uryuom ancestry-but it also 
doesn’t do anything unless | want it to because magic.” 


He hummed to show he’d heard me and simply had nothing to add. 
“So, uh, as | was saying, it feels weird to have ‘on’ because of the 
spatial awareness, but it feels even weirder to use because it doesn’t 
make physical sense.” 

“Beyond the obvious?” 

“Well, | can use telekinesis on myself to fly.” 


Zeke saw the issue immediately. “There’s no reaction force.” 


“I’m pretty sure it’s worse than that-I think I’m producing motion 
without applying a force at all.” 


“Worrying.” 


His assessment had me grinning. “Very. So, how’s the 
neighborhood? Heck, how’s the house?” 


“| like it here. We have a nice two-story house with a large yard. Tess 
lives on the same block, and we go to the same school, but she’s 
years ahead of me. There are a lot of birds around, so we got a bird 
feeder, but the squirrels keep getting into it.” 


“Yeah, squirrels do that. | don’t think you can keep them out.” 


“Max said the same thing. We decided to get a dedicated squirrel 
feeder so they'd leave the birdseed alone.” 


“Sensible,” | echoed. “What kind of birds do you get?” 


“Mostly sparrows and finches, but sometimes a jay shows up. The 
ravens aren't interested in the sort of seed we use. There’s a park 
not far away that gets a lot of geese, but we’re not supposed to feed 
them.” 


“Do you want to?” 


“| like geese. | like all birds, but geese don’t fly away from me, so 
they’re better. Flight is a relatively rare evolutionary adaptation at 
that size and complexity in an Earth-like atmosphere, and they have 
a lot of other neat evolutionary solutions, too, like gizzards-” 


| learned a lot about birds that day. 
==-XS=SXKS=X=-- 


The final estimate for the renovations to the downstairs space was a 
month and a half. Homura looked at the calendar and added another 
month for ‘unexpected’ delays, which put our estimate for opening 
around the beginning of September. 


We didn’t waste the time the shop spent ‘under construction’. Before 
the first load of material arrived, Homura was hard at work baking in 


our little apartment. |, meanwhile, was doing something a little more 
my speed: setting up the website. 


There wasn’t a whole lot to it; modern website design was 0% actual 
design and 100% ‘insert assets into blank template’. | started with a 
nice, clean homepage full of /orem jpsum placeholder text and blank 
space for images of our store and pastries, with a navigation bar at 
the top. Another template made a simple yet unnecessarily flashy set 
of slides for individual products like cakes and cookies. Homura had 
given me anice long list of everything she planned to make, so | 
went through it from top to bottom, making one slide per item. 


Once | got past twenty slides, | stopped and split them apart by type: 
cakes, cookies, puff pastries, filled pastries, and so on. Homura had 
written the list in alphabetical order, but she’d included a short 
description with each-the intent was for the descriptions to go into 
the slides, but they were helpful to me when it came to categorizing 
things. If that wasn’t enough, | could easily yell across the room to 
the kitchen because | was doing all this work on a laptop in our living 
room. 


“What the heck is a ‘gibassier’?” 


Once | had the slides done, | created what | thought of as the ‘fluff 
pages: an extremely vague “About Us” page, a page with a web form 
for contacting us online (I don’t know why someone would need to, 
but it seemed professional), a page with an embedded Google Maps 
frame showing our store location, and a page for our store hours and 
phone hours (which were the same). 


Not counting the data entry, it only took around three hours to get the 
basic website set up. | then spent two more days fiddling with it in 
increasingly pointless ways. 


“Cass,” Homura said. “What are you doing?” 


“Trying to choose a font,” | replied. “So far I’m leaning towards sans- 
serif, but I’m not sure.” 


“You've spent the last however many hours messing with fonts, and 
you haven't even narrowed it down to serif or sans-serif.” 


“Well... yes.” 
“Use Cambria. Have you looked at the online ordering system yet?” 
“No.” | sighed. “I'll, uh, get on that.” 


In the end, I’d been dreading this step for nothing. The ‘right’ way to 
set up online ordering was to use a well-vetted third party, and 
Homura had already done the vetting for me. It took less than an 
hour of typing in our products and prices before our online ordering 
system was ready to launch. 


Just as well they didn’t let me mess with the font or layout on the 
store page, or it would have taken the rest of the week. 


<=XS=XS=X--- 
“The sample cakes are done,” Homura announced. 
“Cool.” 


| put my laptop down and walked the twenty feet from the living room 
into the kitchen to take a look. “Oooh, they look nice.” 


“They're not decorated.” 


“They still look nice. The frosting is perfect.” There were three cakes, 
one white, one red, and one brown; each was about six inches 
across and six tall, the frosted surfaces free from even the slightest 
imperfection. 


Homura averted her eyes and fidgeted with the apron she was 
wearing. “Yes, well, there was no reason to be sloppy.” 


“Of course. No reason to be ‘sloppy’.” The frosting was so perfect it 
was almost unreal, like | was looking at 3D-rendered cylinders rather 


than actual objects. “What kinds of cake are these?” 
“White cake, red velvet, and chocolate.” 

| probably should have been able to guess that. 
“What's the plan now?” | asked. 

“I’m about to taste it. Care to join me?” 

“Absolutely.” 


That was the right answer, judging from her sharp, satisfied nod. 
“Which should we taste first?” 


“Uh... the white one?” 

Homura cut two perfectly even slices from the two-layer white- 
frosted white cake while | got forks from the utensil drawer and 
poured us each a cup of milk from the fridge. She grabbed napkins, 
and we met at the table, trading this for that until we each had cake, 


milk, a fork, and a napkin. We cut off a small piece of our respective 
slices of cake and-each watching the other-tasted it simultaneously. 


Neither of us spoke for a moment. 

“It's good,” | said at the same time she said, “Disappointing.” 
“What?” we asked. 

| waved a hand to invite her to go first. 

“It did not come out well,” Homura said. “This won't impress anyone.” 
“It tastes fine to me.” 


“| was aiming considerably higher than ‘fine’.” She prodded the cake 
with her fork, then with a finger. 


“The oven didn’t keep the temperature properly,” she decided. 
“How can you tell?” 


“I’ve baked enough cakes that | can recognize most errors by taste 
or touch. I’ve made them all more times than | can count.” Homura 
returned her attention to the cake with a grimace. “That said, this 
was an equipment issue, so it will have affected all of them. I'll have 
to wait until the bakery kitchen is finished to do better. And we will be 
replacing the oven up here at our earliest convenience.” 


“Sure. Still, though, the cake’s not bad.” 
“Are you going to eat it?” 
“May |?” 


“Please do.” She glanced over to the % cylinder of cake on the 
kitchen counter and added, “I'll put the rest in the fridge?” 


“Sure-and save the others, too. They might not as good as you 
wanted, but there’s no reason to waste them.” 


Homura excused herself to do just that while | continued to enjoy 
what would be the first of many, many slices of cake in my future. 


| sure hope shape-shifting can stop me from getting fat. 
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Chapter 88: Grand Opening 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 88: Grand Opening 


Whenever the hammering, sawing, and drilling downstairs began to 
wear on our nerves, Homura and | would take long walks to explore 
our new hometown. Most of the activity in Strawfield took place on or 
adjacent to Main Street, where our yet-to-be-named shop sat at one 
end. The local high school was only two blocks away, facing the 
Strawfield Public Library across the street. The town hall and post 
office sat on the same block as the library, practically in the same 
building complex-albeit with a street address one street away, as 
their front faced the opposite direction. As far as landmarks went, the 
street in question, Smith Street, also held the town community 
center-practically an entire block unto itself-as well as a gym, the 
local Blockbuster, the grocery store nearest our apartment, three 
churches of varying denominations, and a children’s play park. 
Everything beyond Smith was residential housing. 


Hayes Street (Sometimes called Hay Street, perhaps because we 
were in Strawfield) was a minor street running parallel to Main Street 
on the side opposite Smith-more of an alley, really, since it was 
mostly the back of the businesses serving the streets to either side- 
and then came Jefferson Street, which was functionally a second, 
slightly-less-‘Main’ street. Jefferson was the place for the sorts of 
businesses that expect people to seek them out rather than counting 
on their ability to attract attention from people wandering by: 
laundromats and dry-cleaners, specialty repair shops, doctor’s 
offices, more gyms, and so on. It also had the police and fire 
stations, plus another two churches. There was one more street of 
commercial zoning after that (which held the local automotive repair 
shop, thrift store, movie theatre, and bowling alley, among others, 


plus yet more churches) and then it was back to residential 
neighborhoods; Strawfield’s elementary and middle schools were on 
that side of town. 


Today, we were as far down Jefferson Street as we'd ever been- 
almost to where the highway formed the only ‘hard’ boundary to a 
town that just sort of ‘petered out’ in the other three directions-when | 
saw something interesting across the street. Obviously, | stopped 
and pointed. 


“Hey, check it out. It’s a paint shop.” 


It was slightly more general than a paint shop-more of an art shop, 
really, judging from the posters in the windows-but the store’s name 
was ‘Colors and Canvas’, so | felt justified in my assessment. 


“It appears to be an art shop, to be precise,” Homura said, because 
of course she would. 


“Whatever. Want to browse?” 

“| do not need more painting supplies.” 

“That isn’t what | asked.” 

She spent nearly a minute looking at Colors and Canvas. 
“|... would not mind browsing,” Homura admitted. 
---X==X==X--- 


We doubled back a quarter block to use the crosswalk and arrived at 
Colors and Canvas in short order. There was a bell on the door that 
jingled as we entered, but no one emerged to investigate, leaving us 
to get our first impression of the store on our own. 


The shop had that peculiar hobbyist smell-that faint melange of dust, 
glue, paint, and clay that immediately brought to mind a dozen shops 
just like this one. The space closest to the door had the brightest 


items: sheets of paper from tissue-thin to cardstock-thick in every 
color of the rainbow, beads and feathers, quartzes and pyrite and 
glass imitation gemstones, pipe-cleaners, colored pencils and 
crayons, finished paintings for sale, and more. Homura ignored all of 
it. 


Her goal was easy to find, mostly because there was so much of it. 
Past the initial (or closing, for customers heading to the counter with 
their purchase) blitz of color, painting supplies accounted for nearly 
half the floorspace. Several times, she’d stop to inspect a certain 
tube of paint, or examine a set of brushes; | trailed along, inspecting 
the goods with a layperson’s eye. 


This was, | concluded, a lot of paint. 


A few aisles on, ‘paint’ became a less accurate descriptor. The store 
had almost as much space dedicated to pottery glazes as it did to 
acrylic and oil paints. There was even an aisle dedicated to fabric 
dyes, which might not belong in the ‘paint’ super-category at all. 


“| haven’t painted pottery in a long time,” Homura said. 
“Neither have I.” 


She looked up from her inspection of a tile displaying a dozen 
swatches of different green glazes. “I didn’t know you had.” 


“My parents took me to this place a few times as a kid-the first time | 
was a kid, | mean-that let you paint pottery. You’d go in, choose a 
piece of blank white pottery, and use all their stuff to paint it. Their 
brushes, their paints, their... whatever else you use. It’s been a 
while.” 


“Interesting business model,” Homura said. “How long did that last?” 
“It'd been there for decades when | left.” 


“Huh.” 


“So... what do you see in that?” | asked, pointing to the green- 
swatched tile she’d been examining. 


“The glazes are high quality, and whoever made this sample did a 
good job applying them.” 


“Want to buy some, then?” 
“The Warehouse has more than enough supplies.” 
“That isn’t what | asked.” 


Homura let out a soft sigh. “I might enjoy purchasing a few things. 
We could paint pottery together...?” 


“That sounds fun. | might be able to paint a half-decent piece now 
that | don’t have to deal with shaky hands.” 


“You had hand tremors?” 


“Yeah, something like that,” | said. “Poor fine control, too. Soldering 
was a nightmare in college, let me tell you.” 


“You learned to solder in college?” 

“No, | learned it... uh... I’m not sure when | learned to solder, 
actually. When would | have... it must have been that project in... 
god, it would’ve been middle school, wouldn't it?” 


She frowned. “That seems very young to be trusting someone with a 
soldering iron.” 


“It's not any more dangerous than a glue gun.” 


“That is not an argument in favor of trusting children with soldering 
irons; it is an argument against trusting them with glue guns.” 


“Well, we didn’t burn any buildings down?” | offered. “I don’t think | 
did much of anything with it-college was the first time | really had to 


use the skill.” 
“How did that go?” 


“After the fifth or sixth time | burned myself, the professor excused 
me from the exercise.” 


Why am | talking about college, of all things? 


“We’re in a store dedicated to your hobbies,” | said. “Why are we 
spending so much time talking about me?” 


“You enjoy talking about yourself.” 
“Ouch.” 


“That was not what | meant,” Homura said. “You enjoy talking about 
yourself, and | do not. Naturally, | would let you do the talking.” 


“What about talking about your hobbies, then?” 


“Are you really interested in hearing about why | would choose one 
brand of paint over another?” 


“I’m interested in hearing about what you find interesting.” 

She frowned. “I’m not sure | would say painting is ‘interesting’ to me. 
Calming and rewarding, yes, but not ‘interesting’ the way you could 
go on about game design or transwarp physics.” 


“Ah.” Oops? 


“Oh, look.” Homura pointed down the aisle into another area of the 
store. “This might be more interesting; they have miniatures paint.” 


“Nifty.” 


| took the distraction for what it was and let her lead me through the 
miniature paint aisle to a glass display case showing off ‘the results’. 


There were model rockets, tanks, and ships; BattleMechs and 
Starfighters; Warhammer soldiers (Fantasy and 40k); and a wide 
variety of monsters, though dragons predominated. 


“Did you paint miniatures?” Homura asked as we appreciated a very 
nice model of the USS Yorktown. 


“No. | always thought miniatures were really cool, and | knew a lot of 
people who did, but | never painted them myself.” 


“Motor control issues?” 


“Yeah, same issue. Plus a general lack of patience and 
unwillingness to spend a large amount of money on paints and 
plastic.” 


“Those aren't issues anymore, though, are they?” 
“They aren't,” | agreed. “What are you thinking?” 


“Well, that plant Max gave us is nice, but | think the apartment could 
use a little more color.” 


“Miniatures as decoration?” 


She gave me one of the looks she used when she thought | was 
being deliberately obtuse-which she was usually right about, though 
not in this case. “Not miniatures. Pottery. Some flowers in a painted 
vase on the table would look nice. Maybe another, smaller potted 
plant somewhere, as well.” 


“Hand-painted vase and pot?” 


“That was the idea.” Homura was already moving back to the glazes 
as she spoke. “Does that sound fun to you?” 


“Sure. How're we going to fire the glaze, though?” 


She stopped. 


“The Workshop would be a shortcut, wouldn't it,” she said. 
“Technically, yes.” 

“Hmm.” 

“We could make an exception?” | offered. 

“If we are making exceptions, we don’t need any more supplies.” 
“Shopping is fun for its own sake, though, right?” 


| waited patiently for Homura to fight her internal war between hard- 
line practicality and ‘fun’. 


“... yes,” she admitted. “It is.” 


We spent the next hour and a half picking out colors. 


It only took us two weeks to go through the glazes we’d bought. 
Homura used a lot more than | did because she worked a lot faster, 
but | still got my fair share of fun out of the project. 


Steady hands didn’t suddenly make me a skilled freehand artist, so | 
leaned heavily on masking tape, creating geometric patterns and 
coloring inside the lines. The results weren't great, but they came out 
well enough that | felt proud displaying them; my pot and vase could 
be charitably described as ‘artisanal’. 


Homura’s work was more impressive, as would be expected of 
someone with a dozen lifetime’s experience in artistic expression. 
Some of it was elaborate freehand pattern-work that put mine to 
shame, but she also did a number of illustrations. My personal 
favorites included a stark white-on-black image of a dragon 
slumbering beneath a great tree in a style of thick, space-filling lines 
reminiscent of tribal tattoos; a realistic full-color painting of an old- 
fashioned sailing ship coming into harbor; and a comic-book style 


illustration of a caped hero in red, white, and American Blue™ shot- 
putting a kaiju back into the ocean by its tail. 


“Chronologically and factually inaccurate,” she said of the latter as | 
admired it, “but true in essence.” 


“Chronologically-? Oh god, that’s me, isn’t it.” 
“That was the idea. Do you still have the piece you tore off?” 
“On my hotel dresser, yeah.” 


| really needed to figure out something to do with that beyond using it 
as a gauche paperweight. 
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The remodeling finally finished in late August: the walls had been 
erected; the bathroom, plumbed; the kitchen, furnished; the break 
room... present. The front third of the space was the shop itself, with 
the counter running along the right wall, drinks in a fridge at the back 
of the room, and a sitting area in the remaining space. Behind the 
rear wall of the shop was one leg of an L-shaped hallway, the other 
leg running along the left side of the building all the way to the back. 
The kitchen was immediately behind that, opening out onto both legs 
of the hallway; an employee-only bathroom was behind that because 
it made plumbing easy or something. The very rear of the space was 
split into the employee break room, accessible from the hall, and the 
storage room, accessible from the kitchen and parking lot (for 
deliveries). 


“Are you absolutely sure you want to call the shop ‘Home Sweet 
Home’?” | asked for what was probably the fifth or sixth time. 


“Why not?” Homura asked. 


“| don’t know. It’s not even a pun, not really. It feels...” What does it 
feel like, anyway? | couldn’t point out anything wrong with the name; 


as far as | could tell, | simply didn’t like it. 
| couldn't think of a better one, though, so the name stuck. 


They finished the front before the kitchen, so Homura and | spent the 
last week of the remodel putting the finishing touches on the shop 
ourselves: installing the display cases for the food, ordering a sliding- 
door fridge and choosing drink options, installing security cameras, 
arranging the tables and chairs, and stenciling the windows to 
advertise our products and hours. Homura ordered flour, eggs, 
sugar, and butter in bulk. | chose the uniform: pastel-color dress 
shirts and dark pants under a deep-blue apron. Homura put her 
painting skills to use on the walls, minimalist swishes of color making 
them look interesting without being overdone. | handled the finishing 
touches, putting signs in the windows, shades on the bulbs, and 
pride stickers on the door. On a whim, | added a rainbow pin to my 
apron, as well. 


It was still a little bare. 


“Hey, Homura,” | asked as we looked over the finished shop. “What 
do you think about selling cake mix?” 


“No.” 


Ooookay, that was more vehement than | expected. “| don’t mean 
selling store-brand stuff,” | clarified. “| mean selling your own, 
prepared mix.” 


“It doesn’t matter who makes it,” Homura said. “There is no way 
short of literal magic that prepackaged cake mix will produce a 
decent cake.” 


“Why not?” 


“Because the order you add the ingredients is critical to the baking 
process.” 


That didn’t seem right to me, but | didn’t know enough about baking 
to dispute it. “What about selling baking supplies, then? Not 
ingredients, but cake pans and measuring cups?” 


“Why?” 


“That half the shop is pretty bare. | was thinking of a shelf on the far 
wall’-| waved at the wall across from the counter-“with some sort of 
merchandise on it.” 


“You want to become a kitchenware retailer because it would satisfy 
your urge for interior decoration.” 


“Anything sounds ridiculous if you go through the effort to phrase it 
as absurdly as possible,” | complained. “We have unused space, and 
I’m trying to think of a use for it. It’s on brand?” 


Her silence told me everything | needed to know about her opinion 
on the matter. 


“All right, if you only want to sell actual pastry goods rather than 
baking goods and the concept of cake mix offends you, what about 
pre-made, ready-to-bake cookie dough?” 


“That might work,” Homura admitted, “but | don’t think it’s worth the 
trouble.” 


“You'd be the one making it. If you don’t think it’s a good use of time, 
I’m not going to argue.” 


“It wouldn't satisfy your desire for ‘decoration’. The dough would 
need to be in a refrigerated case, like the drinks.” 


“Oh, right.” 


“We can still put in decorative shelves,” she suggested. “Put some 
art on them, make that side of the shop more visually interesting.” 


“What are we going to use for art?” 


“Some of our painted flowerpots?” 


| took a moment to imagine it. “Yeah, that sounds good. We could 
put up decorative baking supplies, as well. Bowls, spoons...” 


“It’s a plan. I'll order some shelves-unless you want to go back to 
Swedekea?” 


“Pass. Hard pass.” 


Home Sweet Home opened one bright Wednesday morning in the 
first week of September. 


We fell into a routine fairly quickly. Homura would ‘get up’ at ass- 
o’clock-not that she actually s/ept-to bake that morning’s goods, and 
finish around 6, which was about the time | woke up. We’d eat 
breakfast together; usually, that meant cold cereal for me anda 
single egg with toast for her. Homura would read the national paper; 
I'd read the local one. Then it was time to get down to business- 
literally, because our business was downstairs. 


The store opened at 7 a.m. on the dot. | ran the counter while 
Homura prepared more baked goods for the afternoon, working to 
replace things as they sold. She relieved me around 1 o’clock for a 
fifteen-minute meal-bar break, but otherwise | was on my feet the 
whole day. Honestly, without my fitness perk and the correction of 
whatever attention-deficit-related issues I’d had before Worm cleared 
up my neuroses, | wouldn't have been able to deal. (I didn’t count 
those as cheating-they’d only leveled the playing field for me, after 
all.) 


Homura’s shift finished around 3 p.m. because there was no point 
making more treats for the last few hours of business, so she’d go 
upstairs and relax while | ran the shop until 5, when she’d come back 
down to help me close the store and clean up the shopfront. The 
local gym stayed open until 8, so | could easily fit in a workout after 


closing, after which we’d head back to the apartment-or out into the 
town-for dinner. The rest of the day was spent with whatever 
boardgames, movies, or other things we decided would help us 
unwind from the day. 


I'd go to bed around 1 or 2-| only needed an hour of sleep, but 
staying awake for twenty-three felt weird when everything else was 
so normal-and Homura would go back to her private activities and 
pick up her fifteen minutes somewhere in there. | assumed she was 
getting a lot of painting done back in the Warehouse; ‘no shortcuts’ 
was a fine goal, but privacy was too much a part of her ‘process’ to 
paint in a shared space, even in her own room. 


Thus passed six out of seven days of the week. Sunday was much 
the same, except that ‘work’ was replaced with ‘errands’-grocery 
shopping, hauling laundry to the laundromat on Jefferson, and so on- 
and we slept late enough that the sun had already started to rise by 
the time we sat down to breakfast. 


Regardless of the day of the week, most of our conversation over 
breakfast focused on the news. “Looks like home prices are coming 
down from their high last year,” Homura said as she glanced at the 
front page of the Times. 


“Wait, really?” | asked. “Isn’t this around the time... oh, don’t tell me 
that only happened in my timeline. | thought we diverged in oh-nine.” 


“Some background details predate the major historical changes.” 
“That isn’t a ‘major historical change’?” 
“Evidently not.” 


| sighed and refocused on my own paper. “There’s a new LGBT 
youth center opening up in town soon,” | read. “Hasn’t been one here 
for thirty years.” 


“Mhm,” Homura said. “Right now, the closest one is in Apoapolis.” 


“Yeah, that’s way too far away for kids here.” | kept reading. “I guess 
it’s actually re-opening, since they’re rebuilding the old Falney 
Center that shut down ages ago.” 

“It was burned down, actually.” 

“Was burned down?” 


“Arson.” 


“Yikes.” | skimmed the article for any mention of that historical detail 
and found none. “Well, they’ve been looking for donors for a while... 
wait a minute, our bakery is funding this?” 


“Yes.” 

“Cool. Why?” 

“| thought you’d approve.” 

“| do!” | reassured her. “I’m just curious why you decided to donate.” 
“Because | thought you’d approve,” she said. 


“Oooh.” | shot her a grateful smile. “Well, | do; it’s a good cause. Are 
you planning to do fund-raising, or did you donate directly?” 


“Directly.” 
“Cool.” 


Homura nodded and returned to her own paper. “There’s another 
salmonella outbreak,” she noted. “Arugula, this time, linked to a 
packing facility in Nevada.” 


“Good thing we’re not a salad bar?” 


“Seems so.” She flipped the page. “In better news, we’ve had a mild 
hurricane season this year...” 
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After a couple weeks, | came to the conclusion that working the 
register was an awful lot like being unemployed on a schedule, as 
my newfound fascination with sudoku could attest. That wasn’t to 
say we weren't Selling anything, but it was slow. The free samples- 
bite-sized chunks of cookies, cake, and other pastries, speared with 
toothpicks or placed on spoons and arranged on a wax-paper- 
covered tray with a sign reading ‘FREE Samples! Try one’-dida 
good job of locking in sales, but that required people to wander into 
the shop in the first place. The display case facing the window 
attracted a fair bit of attention from random pedestrians, but after a 
minute of window shopping, they’d move on without entering. 


Putting up a sign in the window echoing the sample tray’s offer didn’t 
measurably attract anyone. | contemplated adding ‘PLEASE’ to the 
sign, but decided that would make me look desperate. It probably 
wouldn't help with the ‘get people into the shop’ problem, at any rate. 


We tried advertising in the town newspaper. We put an A-frame 
board out in front inviting people to try our samples. | even went so 
far as to prop the doors open and stand in the doorway with the tray 
to offer samples to passersby, for all the good it did. Most people 
ignored me like... well, like | was trying to sell them something. 


That comparison sounded a lot less literal before | thought it. 
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Home Sweet Home did have a few customers, which taught me one 
weird thing about running a bakery: you learn a lot of people’s 
birthdays. Apparently the last artisan bakery in town had closed 
down a couple years ago, so we were the only option for birthday 
cakes besides the grocery store’s refrigerated cake selection. 


| wondered if it would creep people out if | remembered their cake 
order and pick-up date to them in the future, or if they’d decide it was 
just a ‘baker thing’. 


Home Sweet Home also got a visit from some more ‘interesting’ 
people. 


“Hello, Cass,” Erin said as she let herself in, the bell above the door 
chiming softly. 


“Hello, Erin,” | replied. “Hello, Rita, James, Sonoshee.” 

“Hey, Cass,” they replied. 

The four of them took a moment to look around the shop. 
“Charming place,” James said. “How’s business?” 

“Slow. We're still getting established.” 

“Slow?” Sonoshee repeated. “But Akemi’s an amazing baker.” 


| snorted. “Yeah, she is. The trick is getting people to walk in the door 
and try a sample in the first place. Speaking of which: samples?” 


“We’ve all tried her baking,” Erin said. “We can skip to ordering.” 


James patted his pockets, then groaned, “Ah, crap, | forgot my 
wallet.” 


| snickered at the idea that money was a problem, then began doling 
out the desserts. That job done, | turned to Sonoshee and asked, 
“You ‘in’ this Jump, or just visiting?” 

“Visiting,” she said. 


“Visiting,” Erin agreed. “Il wanted to check in on Tess and figured I’d 
stop by your new digs afterward.” 


“How’s she doing?” 


“Good. She’s enjoying herself.” 


“That's good.” | looked to James. “Il assume you’re not in, either?” 
“Nope,” he said. 
“Just a tour group, then?” 


“We’re not really touring,” Sonoshee said. “Well, /’m not. It always 
weirds me out how similar all these ‘twentieth century’ worlds are- 
really makes it clear whose reality is the ‘normal’ one.” 


“Maybe,” James said. “On the other hand, maybe it’s because Max is 
the Jumper. Could be we'd get worlds centered around ours if they’d 
picked one of us.” 


Sonoshee shrugged. 


“| guess it never stood out to me because Max’s world and mine are 
pretty much the same,” | said. “Say, Erin-you were from a ‘twentieth 
century’ earth too, right?” 


“Yeah,” Erin confirmed. “This is just like home.” 
“So how'd you get wrapped up in all this?” 


She grinned. “It’s not that interesting a story, but | do enjoy telling it, if 
you've got time.” 


| took a pointed look around the empty shop. 


“Right. | don’t Know if you know, but | apparently came from a 
‘generic medical drama’, which is kinda funny in retrospect because 
my god was that hospital a soap opera. You ever watch any of 
those?” 


“Not really.” | made a wiggly ‘kinda’ gesture with one hand. “I caught 
a few episodes while channel surfing, but | never followed them.” 


“Well, you Know the general gist, at least. Anyway, that was my life: | 
was the Director of Emergency Medicine at Seattle Grace at the 


time, and one day, in comes this new intern. Totally out of his depth- 
it’s the kind of thing you see all the time in hospitals. Someone 
comes in with thousands of hours of study and trips over their own 
two feet-it’s why doing an internship is part of the process. Well, this 
kid might not know his way around a coffee machine, but he’s got an 
intuition like you wouldn't believe. It was a perk, of course, but as far 
as we knew, he was just, | don’t know, a savant or something. 
Unfortunately, he was also a bit...” Erin trailed off and bit her lip. 


“A bit...?” | prompted. 


“He was... hard to work with. Prickly, tactless, and stubborn, with a 
tendency to get lost in his own head. Melodramatic, too, but 
everyone at the hospital was, so he didn’t really stand out there-I had 
a poster in my office that read, ‘You don’t have to be Cluster B to 
work here, but it helps!’ until someone complained and they made 
me take it down. Anyway, granted, some of his ‘stubbornness’ was 
mostly that he knew the answer while everyone else was guessing 
wrong, but it didn’t make him many friends, not to mention the whole 
‘out of his depth’ thing-which is hindsight had more to do with the 
‘chain than anything else, but to us, it just looked like another med- 
school graduate who’d somehow dodged any and all practical 
lessons, which happens just often enough to drive the people who 
have to deal with it nuts. And the ‘lost in his own head’ issue was at 
least partially the chain, as well, so in the end, most of his problems 
came down to Management being a dick.” 


She paused, then added, “You know, that really sums up the next 
thousand years.” 


We all found ourselves nodding at that. 


“Anyway, between his incredible diagnostic prowess and the fact that 
people got sick of working with him pretty fast, he got shuffled 
around a lot. It was only a matter of time before he got bounced to 
the ER, which made him my problem. And | had a stubborn streak of 
my own when it came to solving problems, so | took him under my 
wing and turned him from a fumbling intern into an actual doctor. 


Basically, | was his mentor for the rest of his time in the hospital, 
even after he had a good enough grasp to run the place himself. No 
sexual tension, thank god, but we were friends. So when it came 
time to leave, he pulled me aside, told me the whole story, and 
asked if | wanted to come with him.” 


“And you said yes,” | said. 

“No, | told him he was having a psychotic break and urged him to 
check into inpatient psychiatric care. My life was a medical soap, that 
kind of thing happened constantly.” 


| coughed into my fist to hide my laughter; the others didn’t bother 
hiding theirs. 


“He produced proof,” Rita said. 


“Yeah, basically.” Erin chuckled. “I was looking at retirement with 
outright avarice at that point, but was still a hard decision.” 


“And then you got dumped into an otome game,” | said. 
“Yeah, that was the next Jump. Roses of Villarosa.” 


l’d never heard of it, and a quick glance at the others confirmed that 
they hadn't, either. 


“The less said about that, the better,” Erin concluded. 
“Well now I’m curious,” Sonoshee said. 
“So am I,” | agreed. “I heard that was Max’s first Jump as a woman.” 


“Yeah.” Erin sighed as she resigned herself to talking about that 
adventure. “He didn’t want to be a capture target, and that was the 
only ‘male’ origin. He ended up going for ‘Heroine’ instead. | choose 
‘Capture Target’ in solidarity for his gender-swapping’”-she scowled 
and put her hands on her hips-“and then he had the nerve to go and 
pick someone else!” 


“He did what?” Sonoshee asked. “Ouch.” 


“Didn’t you just thank god there was no sexual tension between 
you?” James asked. 


“That was as coworkers in a high-stress environment,” Erin 
explained. “I would’ve been willing to explore the possibility, you 
know, get to Know him-or her, whatever-but he didn’t even give me 
the time of day. Besides, it’s not like he jumped into bed with his 
chosen target, either.” 


“Ouch,” Sonoshee repeated. 
“Maybe he thought you didn’t want him to pursue you?” | suggested. 


Erin shook her head. “I doubt it. Normally I’d give someone the 
benefit of the doubt, but | Know very well that Max was downright 
thoughtless when it came to stuff like that. Half the time, it seemed 
like he forgot other people had opinions.” She shrugged in a what- 
Ccan-you-do manor. 


“Was,” | repeated. 
“We've been at this a long time. He got better.” 
More like ‘he got upgrades’. 


| opted to move the topic a little. “So, what did you think of being a 
man?” 


“Eh, it was fine? | mean, it was my first time being someone else, so 
that kind of overshadowed everything.” 


“Oh, yeah. Pretty bold of you to change gender for your first new 
life.” 


Erin nodded. “Yeah, | underestimated how weird the whole thing 
would be, but | adjusted pretty quick. Being attracted to women was 
probably the weirdest part, to be honest.” 


“It changed your sexuality?” 


“Yeah, but Management was up-front about that going in, so it’s not 
like it was a Surprise or anything. | never really identified as straight, 
you know? | just was.” 


“Compulsory heterosexuality,” | grumbled. 
“Hmm?” 


“When everyone treats being straight as ‘normal’, no one really cares 
unless you aren’t. Even you.” 


She frowned. “I... guess?” 
“How do you identify now?” 


“| still don’t really ‘identify’ as anything. I’ve been a lot of people who 
were attracted to a lot of people, and most of the time I’ve been 
focused on more ‘dramatic’ things.” 


“| suppose that’s fair,” | said. “I think I’d be really weirded out by 
having my sexuality change, personally.” 


“More than your gender?” Rita asked. 


“I'd changed gender once before | got here, at least socially. The 
import was just a magic do-over for the rest of me.” 


“What?” 
“She was assigned male at birth,” Erin explained. 
“Yeah,” | said. “I kinda figured word would’ve gotten around.” 


“It did,” James said. “Mostly because Max wanted to make sure no 
one put their foot in their mouth.” 


“No one else put their foot in their mouth,” Sonoshee amended. 


| snorted. “Well, anyway, it’s like Erin said: | was assigned male at 
birth. Began transition a few months before Max picked me up, 
actually.” 


Rita looked thoughtful, but didn’t add further questions or comments. 
“| bet you’re glad he did,” Erin said. 

“Yeah, | am, and not just because of the magic makeover. Even the 

traumatic adventures are things | wouldn’t take back.” | stopped and 
sighed. “Though people have made enough jokes about ‘ruining my 


sense of normal’ that I’m starting to get a little nervous it might 
happen.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” James said. “People will get used to anything 
given enough time. When everything is weird, nothing is.” 


“This isn’t weird to you?” Sonoshee asked him. 

“Weird is my normal. It’s all one big adventure, isn’t it?” He put an 
arm around her and pulled her close, then stole a bite of her eclair. 
She swiped the rest of his bear claw in recompense. 

“You know,” | said, “I never did figure out where you two’re from.” 
“Are you giving up, then?” James asked. 

“Is that a challenge?” 

“Yas,” 


“Then no, | am most certainly not giving up.” 


“Then I’m gonna jet before | give you any more hints,” he said. 
“Good luck with the shop!” 


“| think we'll be going, as well,” Erin agreed. “See you around, Cass.” 


“Thanks for stopping by!” 


| waved as they moved towards the door. They’d come in from off 
the street, but James decided to use the front door as their portal 
back to the Warehouse, and goddamn did it look weird when 
someone used a glass door for that. The scene through the glass 
maintained its orientation to the plane of the door, so by the time it 
was nearly parallel to me, | was seeing ‘down’ the street as though 
as I’d moved to look through the door from that angle. 


| was so distracted by the view as the door swung back into place 
that | barely registered the four of them waving back before they 
disappeared. 


It was late September, and Homura was in a very good mood this 
evening. I'd probably have missed it if | hadn’t spent years getting to 
know her, but | had, so | didn't. 


“All right, spill,” | said as we cleaned up the shop. “What’s the good 
news?” 


“| closed the contract with Raymond’s.” 


“Ah.” Raymond’s was the closest thing Strawfield had to a haute 
cuisine restaurant, which actually said a lot, since there were a lot of 
restaurants in town. No wonder she sounded proud of herself. 
“Congratulations. You went straight for the top, huh?” 


“| figured the other restaurants would follow their lead.” 
“Well, | hope you're right.” 


She was; it only took a week before every restaurant in town with a 
dessert menu followed suit, which was awfully fast when you 
considered that every one of them had to negotiate and sign a 
contract for the arrangement. The business meant a lot more work 
for Homura, judging by the massive quantities of cake and pie we 
shipped out every day, and a little extra work for me, as | had to 


deliver said cakes and pies. It was a good thing I’d gone and gotten 
a driver’s license over the summer because | now had a ‘company 
car’: a large, windowless, refrigerated white van that would have 
looked pretty suspect if it wasn’t emblazoned with the logo of Home 
Sweet Home on every flat surface and painted in rainbow sprinkles 
all over. 


Driving it for work was fine, even fun, but | wouldn’t want to use the 
thing as my personal vehicle. 


| was happy for the extra work because it was a good point of social 
contact. Less than two weeks later, | was on a first-name basis with 
a dozen different restaurant staffers in Strawfield-nearly coworkers, if 
not close enough to be called friends, and it was nice having people 
to wave hello to when we crossed paths around town. Roxanne 
waited tables at Raymond’s; Sean, a steakhouse; Lizzie and Dan, 
the Greek restaurant; Lewis, a diner; Suzie and Mark, a little hole-in- 
the-wall Falafal place; Zoe, a breakfast cafe that mostly wanted 
coffee cake and cinnamon rolls; and Paul and Andrew, the Italian 
place Homura and | had tried the day we got here. 


Coincidentally, Andrew was the waiter who'd overheard us talking 
about hunting vampires that evening. If he remembered that incident, 
he didn’t bring it up, which was fine by me; it would’ve been easy to 
dismiss it as us talking about a game, but I'd rather not have to lie in 
the first place. 


Having our products served at various restaurants was excellent 
publicity as well, if the sudden uptick in business was any indication. 
But of course, that might have just been the beginning of Pie 
Season. 


---X==X==X--- 


We closed up early on Halloween so | could spend the rapidly-fading 
twilight admiring the local Halloween decorations before heading off 
to the party. Strawfield was an affluent little ‘raise a family’ type of 

town, judging from the number of children swarming the heart of the 


residential area so thickly that it was difficult to tell where the 
sidewalk ended and the road began, and those children were 
probably one reason the locals spent so much time and money trying 
to one-up each others’ Halloween decorations. The setups started at 
‘elaborate’ and rapidly progressed to ‘extravagant’ as | made my way 
deeper into the ‘hot zone’ of holiday cheer. 


| hadn’t dressed up, but many of the parents-doing their best to keep 
track of which three-foot-tall Spider-man was theirs-hadn't either, so | 
didn’t stand out. Yet, for some reason, | simply wasn’t having fun. 
The sky was still light at the horizon when | let myself back in the 
apartments about Home Sweet Home, turned into a fox, and curled 
up on the couch. Wandering the streets had left me feeling weird and 
on-edge, and | didn’t know why. 


Did | just not like Halloween? It wasn’t my favorite holiday-if | even 
had one of those-but | wasn’t usually curmudgeonly about it. At least, 
| didn’t think I’d been. 


No, there had definitely been something weird. | felt my hackles rise 
at the realization. Crap, have | stumbled across something 
supernatural? | might be playing at normality, but magic was real in 
this ‘verse. What had | noticed? There had been a lot of people 
wearing masks- 


There had been a lot of people wearing masks. 


| whined in frustration and put my paws over my eyes. That’s what it 
was. The masks. 


Halloween on Bet had been almost the same as Halloween back 
home except for the masks-it might have been different in small-town 
America, but in the cities, people didn’t cover their faces while trick- 
or-treating. Anyone who did risked being mistaken for an acceptable 
target by those wearing masks for... other reasons, so the most 
you'd see was a bit of face paint. The tradition hadn't survived into 
Trek’s twenty-fourth century, and Breath of Fire’s local culture didn’t 
have an equivalent holiday, so my most recent experience with 


‘Halloween’ was still back in parahuman-filled New York. No wonder 
seeing an entire town not hesitate before donning Halloween masks 
had triggered a sense that something was off. 


Apparently nothing about my mental health-related perks and 
features protected my sense of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’, which made 
the jokes about people ruining my sense of normal less ‘funny’ and 
more ‘concerning’. 


“Cass?” Homura asked from somewhere in the direction of the 
bedrooms. “Are you all right?” 


| just whined; | was more annoyed than anxious now that I’d 
identified the problem, and didn’t feel like explaining it. 


Her footsteps grew louder as she headed over, and | took my paws 
off my eyes when she sat down on the couch next to me. “Tempted 
to go out transformed?” she asked, one hand lazily scratching 
behind my ears. 


| shook my head. My wings, tail, or ears would be too convincing; 
people would want to touch them to prove they weren't real, and that 
would both raise questions and be extremely uncomfortable for me. 


“Homesick?” she guessed. 
| shook my head again. 
“Just feeling out of sorts?” 
"Yip 


“Ah.” She moved her hand down to my back, stroking the fur on my 
body. “You'll feel better in the morning.” 


“Yip.” 


| fell asleep only a few minutes later, and | did feel better in the 
morning, so as far as | was concerned, that was that. 


=-=X=S=K=S=X--- 


Chapter 89: Introduction to Baking 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 89: Introduction to Baking 


Three months in, | was finally getting comfortable with the various 
activities and interruptions inherent in running a pastry shop when 
Homura gave me an unexpected day off. 


“Keep the shop closed tomorrow,” she said over dinner. 
“What? Why? Thanksgiving isn’t for another few days.” 


“Yes, and you'll be working that day, so take an extra day off 
tomorrow instead.” 


| was pretty sure something was up, but if she didn’t want me to 
know, questioning her wasn't going to help. 


---X==X==X--- 


| woke up the next day feeling a faint but unmistakable sense of 
unease. The only reasonable explanation for the sudden holiday was 
that Homura knew something | didn’t. Were we scheduled for some 
sort of massive, news-worthy event? | couldn’t remember anything 
big happening on Thanksgiving week this year, but my memory was 
only unfading since the start of my first Jump, so that didn’t mean 
nothing was wrong. 


The fact that Homura looked unworried as she ate her morning toast 
didn’t settle me down because Homura hadn't looked worried after 
Leviathan had cut her in half at the waist. By the time I'd finished my 
own breakfast, | was nervous enough to try asking again. 


“So,” | asked with a calm that was mostly feigned, “what are you 
planning today?” 


“I’m going to teach you how to bake,” she said. 
Oh god it’s worse than | could have imagined. 
“Why?!” 


“Because it’s something we can do together, and | think you'll enjoy 
it,” she said simply. “I’ve picked out something nice and simple.” 


“Toast?” 


Homura gave no sign she'd heard my joke at all. “Chocolate chip 
cookies. A nice, simple, perfect-for-beginners recipe.” 


“When?” 

“Whenever you're ready to start, but sooner is better.” 

| was about three seconds away from another shoulder-spirit melee 
on the virtues of finding a way to dodge the task, so | opted to tack 
straight into the wind. “All right,” | said as | stood up. “Let’s get this 
over with.” 

“Cass?” 


“Yeah?” 


I'd already been headed for the door, and turned around to see 
Homura looking down at the table in front of her. 


“If you don’t want to do this, we don’t have to,” she muttered. 
“It’s ‘something you can do together’!” a small fairy-like me yelled as 


she popped into being. “You wanted her to open up about her 
hobbies! Don’t reject her now!” 


“You only know that because | just figured it out myself!” | whined. 
“What are you supposed to represent, anyway? Adventurousness?” 


“Self-awareness, you dummy!” She smacked me about the head, 
then vanished. 


| hate this perk and should have declined it. 


Homura was still trying to disappear into her chair, ignorant of the 
random mental interruption. Time to fix that. 


“| never really learned to cook or bake as a kid,” | said, “but that’s no 
reason not to try now.” 


“We don’t have to,” she said, head down. “This is your... day off.” 
“And you don’t have any other plans?” 
“... No.” 


| smiled. “Then | want to spend the day with you, and you want to 
teach me to bake, so...” 


Homura finally looked up to meet my eyes. “Are you sure?” 

“Not a bit. | never learned to cook because | didn’t want to waste 
food on my failures. Same with baking... but with your help, it'll come 
out fine, right?” 


“| can help if you want,” she said, “but | wanted to teach you to 
bake.” 


“What's the difference?” 
“It's not important-” 


“No, you've got me curious now. What's the difference?” 


“If I’m teaching, I’m not going to do anything for you,” Homura said. 
“But it’s your choice-we can bake together, if you’d prefer that.” 


Well then. 
“Teach.” 

“Are you sure?” 
Nope. 

“Yes.” 
SK Se KES ee 


“All right,” Homura said as she led me into the bakery kitchen, a 
room I'd barely set foot in since the remodel. It was simultaneously 
Open and cramped-there was more than enough room to move 
around the appliances and fixtures, but there was also a /ot of 
appliances and fixtures. 


The most obvious of them was a large metal island counter in the 
center; more of a fixed table than anything else, really, large enough 
to seat a family. To my right, another counter ran around the corner 
between the doors into the hall. Shelves full of bowls and cups lined 
the wall above it, various mixing appliances sat on it, and drawers 
and cabinets filled the space under it. The wall to my left-the one 
furthest from the front of the shop-had a large sink, an industrially- 
sized dishwasher, a fridge tucked away in a recess, and the door to 
the storage room. All the actual baking happened on the far side of 
the room, where massive ovens crowded up against a small stove- 
top. 


“Cass?” 
“What?” 


“| said the first thing to do is wash your hands.” 


“Sorry, | got distracted.” | walked over to a sink and did so, drying 
them well on the provided towels. 


“Second,” Homura said, “pick your workplace.” 
“How do | do that?” 


“Pick somewhere. There’s no one else here to get in your way, So 
you don't have to think too hard about it.” 


“Okay. Uh...” | pointed to a random spot on the island and asked, 
“Here?” 


“You can put the recipe down there,” she said, waving said recipe- 
printed from a website called ‘Sally’s Baking Addiction’, apparently-at 
me. “Next thing is ingredients, which are on that wall.” She pointed at 
the wall full of cabinets. “The flour is in cabinet C. You’re looking for 
‘all-purpose’ flour.” 


“Okay.” | carried the bag of flour back to my ‘workspace’. “How do 
you do it when you’re baking ‘for real’?” 


“What do you mean?” 

“When you're not picking somewhere to work at random.” 

“Oh. Well, in theory, if this were a busy kitchen with several people 
working at the same time, things would go mostly counterclockwise.” 
Homura pointed at the sink, then swept her aim across the counter 
and over to the ovens. “But | set things up to be convenient for me, 
so there might be traffic issues if there were more than two or three 
people in here. The cornstarch is in cabinet A.” 

“Cornstarch in cookies?” 

“What does the recipe say?” 


| took the cornstarch back to the workspace and checked the recipe. 
“1% teaspoons cornstarch.” 


“Sugar is in cabinet D. You need both granulated and brown.” 


The cabinet immediately presented me with a choice. “Light or dark 
brown sugar?” 


“It doesn’t make much difference, but | would use light.” 


| grabbed those boxes and put them down next to the flour and 
cornstarch. 


“Baking soda is in cabinet B, near the bottom.” 
“Not baking powder?” 

“This recipe calls for baking soda.” 

“Okay.” 


“Salt is in cabinet B as well,” Homura added, then raised an eyebrow 
when | took the cylinder of salt without complaint. 


“| know a little about baking,” | said defensively. “You need some salt 
or... | don’t Know what happens, but I’m not surprised. What’s next?” 


“Vanilla extract is in cabinet A-top shelf.” 


| opened the indicated cabinet and did a double-take. “That is a lot of 
vanilla extract.” 


“| bake a lot.” 


A pint of vanilla extract joined the rest of the ingredients on the 
island. 


“The eggs are on the counter,” Homura said, pointing to a carton 
Sitting in the corner. 


“Not in the fridge?” 


“You want them room temperature before you start baking-cold 
butter and eggs don’t trap air correctly when mixed.” She went on to 
answer the unasked question: “American eggs can’t be stored at 
room temperature because of how they’re treated, but they won’t 
spoil the moment they warm. | took those out less than an hour ago.” 


| made a mental note of the lesson as | collected the eggs. “So that’s 
why you said ‘sooner would be better’ this morning. Where’s the 
butter?” 


“That is in the fridge.” Homura opened the fridge and took out two 
sticks of butter. “Normally, you’d want it at room temperature too, but 
you’re going to be melting it anyway, so you don’t have to worry 
about that.” 


“Great.” The butter joined the other ingredients. 


“And the baking chocolate is in cabinet F,” she said, pointing to 
another cabinet under the counter behind me. “Look for the 
semisweet chocolate on the left side of the first shelf.” 


“The chips?” 
“Unless you want to cut up a bar for larger chunks.” 
| grabbed the chocolate chips. 


“What next?” | asked, looking at the ingredients that now filled my 
workspace. 


“Next, you bake the cookies,” Homura replied. “The bowls are on the 
shelves above the counter, and the measuring cups and spoons are 
in drawer 2.” 


“That’s a real ‘draw the rest of the owl’ moment.” 
“Do you need me to read you the recipe?” 


“No,” | grumbled. Then, “Actually, it probably wouldn't hurt...” 
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“You should measure out each ingredient separately before you mix 
them so you don’t have to throw everything out if you make a 
mistake,” Homura advised me. 

“Okay. Flour first?” 


“Start by melting the butter, so it can cool while you work. You want it 
liquid, but not hot enough to cook the eggs.” 


“How do | do that?” 
“The microwave is over there.” 


“Microwave?” That seemed awfully amateur for a professional 
kitchen. 


“Microwave,” she repeated. 

| headed back over to the shelves and picked out a glass bowl, since 
the metal ones I'd grabbed for mixing were the exact opposite of 
microwave-safe. 


“114 sticks of butter,” Homura read off. “Knives are-” 


“| see them.” The knife blocks were on the counter next to a rack full 
of spatulas, tongs, and other tools. | picked up a... 


“What kind of knife is this?” | asked. 
“That's a paring knife.” 


| picked up a paring knife and cut one of the sticks of butter in half. 


“2Y4 cup all-purpose flour, soooned and leveled,” she recited. 


“What does ‘spooned and leveled’ mean?” 


“Set the measuring cup down on the counter and spoon flour into 
them, then level the top off without packing it.” 


“Why ‘spooned’?” | asked. 


“The measurements are made with the flour packed as loosely as 
possible,” Homura explained. “If you scoop, you get more tightly 
packed flour, which means more weight in a measured cup. To be 
more precise, you can use a scale; there’s one in cabinet H.” 


“I'll stick with ‘spooning and leveling’,” | said. “Where are the 
spoons?” 


“Mixing spoons are in drawer 4. Measuring Cups and spoons are in 
drawer 2, as are the levelers-the things that look like small toy 
cleavers.” She pointed to each drawer as she spoke. “Grab a set of 
spoons while you’re at it-you’ll need them-and put down a mat before 
you start. Once you level each ingredient, pick up the mat and pour 
the remainder into another container.” 


I'd seen my mom do the same trick with paper towels and pancake 
mix as a kid, but like the microwave, it wasn’t something I’d expect in 
a professional kitchen. “Is that sanitary?” 


“| wouldn’t put it back in the original container, but I’ll use it soon, and 
| expect you to spill a lot.” 


“Your confidence in me has been noted. So, the mats are...” 
“Drawer seven.” 


“Right.” | pulled open the drawers and picked up a stack of thin, 
flexible plastic mats. “Different mat for each ingredient?” 


“Of course. You should bring some small bowls for the individual 
ingredients as well.” 


“Do you really use this many dishes whenever you bake?” 


“Of course not,” Homura said. “Il have enough practice to not make 
mistakes.” 
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Two and a quarter cups of flour later, | started sorting through the 
measuring spoons, muttering, “1 tablespoon baking soda...” 


“1 teaspoon baking soda!” Homura corrected me. 


“Right. Teaspoon.” | selected the correct spoon. “Can | put this stuff 
into the same bowl, or should | keep them all separate the whole 
way through?” 


“Putting the small stuff together is fine. At worst, you'll only have to 
throw out a couple tablespoons if you make a mistake.” 


=+=XS=X==X-=- 
“1% teaspoons of cornstarch,” Homura read out. 


“Right here.” | leveled the cornstarch with care, putting two scoops of 
a % teaspoon measure into the bowl. “Now, *%2 teaspoon of salt-it 
was teaspoon, right?” 


“Yes. ¥2 teaspoon.” 

| selected my spoon. “One half teaspoon of salt...” 
---X==X==X--- 

“t4 Cup granulated sugar,” Homura read. 

“Is that a dry-measurement cup or a wet-measurement cup?” 


She gave me a flat look. “Is sugar dry or wet?” 


“Well, | mean, you pour it-” 


“Cass, | refuse to believe you are not smart enough to figure this out 
on your own.” 


=+=XS=X==X--- 
“%, Cup packed brown sugar.” 


“What does ‘packed’ mean?” | asked as | picked up the box of brown 
sugar. 


“The opposite of what you did with the flour,” Homura explained. 
“Pack in as much as you possibly can. The bottom of a smaller 
measuring cup is a good tool for it.” 

“Okay.” 

==XS=XS=X--- 


“Next, 2 teaspoons vanilla extract. Don’t put this in with the dry 
ingredients.” 


“I know, | know.” | rifled through the measuring spoons until | found 
the right one. “Here we go. Two tablespoons-” 


“Teaspoons!” 


“Teaspoons,” | corrected myself. “Look, | grabbed the right 
measuring spoon; | just said the wrong thing.” 


“Two tablespoons of vanilla extract would be way too much.” 

“| know,” | whined. “It’s not my fault they named them the same 
thing! Why couldn't they have named them, | don’t Know, teaspoons 
and potatospoons?” 


“Teaspoons and Taterspoons?” Homura asked. 


“No, you're right, that wouldn't help...” 
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“One egg and one egg yolk,” Homura read. “You know how to 
separate an egg?” 


“Crack it into a bowl and remove the yolk from the white with a 
spoon?” | guessed. 


“That would work, but it’s easier to crack the egg carefully and let the 
white drain out, leaving the yolk in the shell.” 


| walked back to the dish cabinets and took out a small bowl. “I'll try it 
your way, with my way as a backup.” 


“Reasonable.” 


| took an egg and tapped it against the bowl until it cracked, then put 
my thumbs to the crack and- 


Crunch. 


“It’s generally recommended you not blow up the egg,” Homura 
remarked dryly. 


“| didn’t ‘blow it up’,” | whined. “I just used a little too much force!” | 
tossed the shattered eggshell into the sink, then rinsed my hands of 


egg goop. 
“How much eggshell ended up in the bowl?” 


| leaned in to inspect the egg. “None, actually. | broke the yolk, but | 
need a whole egg anyway, right?” 


“Right.” 


“Then I'll use this as the whole egg, and try to separate the other 
one. | think | know what | did wrong here.” 


“Oh?” Homura asked. 


“Yeah. | created a single crack and tried to force my thumbs in, but 
that meant applying enough force to create whole new breaks in the 
Shell, so | might as well not have cracked it at all.” 


| grabbed two more small bowls and the second egg. This time, | 
tapped the egg against the rim until it had an entire spider-web of 
cracks. My thumbs broke the shell carefully, and | drained the white 
into the emergency-yolk-catching bowl before declaring victory and 
putting the yolk into its own bowl. “There we go!” 


Homura beamed at me. “Good work! Now all that’s left is the 
chocolate.” 


“1 cup?” 

“1% cup.” 

| sighed and went back to the drawer for more measuring cups. 
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“You need two large bowls,” Homura said. “You'll also want two 
whisks and a spatula.” She pointed to the rack of whisks, tongs, 
spatulas, and pastry brushes I’d noticed while selecting a knife. Two 
whisks and a spatula joined a pair of bowls in my ‘workspace’. 


“All set. Now what?” 


“Whisk the flour, baking soda, cornstarch, and salt together in a large 
bowl,” she read. 


“Okay.” | pushed one bowl to the back of my workspace and 
designated the other the ‘dry ingredients’ bowl. “Flour, and the 
baking soda/cornstarch/salt mixture.” 


“Yes. You can over-stir flour, but as long as you don’t keep stirring for 
its own sake, you should be okay.” 


| poured the two-cup measure and the quarter-cup measure of flour 
into the bowl, then added the other ingredients and agitated it with a 
whisk until | couldn’t see any difference in color. “That was easy.” 


“In a medium bowl, whisk the melted butter, brown sugar, and 
granulated sugar together until no brown sugar lumps remain.” 


| poured the granulated sugar into the other bowl, then added the 
brown sugar, which perfectly maintained its shape until the butter 
went in. | grabbed another whisk and went to work, mixing the 
ingredients together with a lot more strength than I’d expected to 
need. “All right, this looks smooth,” | said. “What’s next?” 


“Whisk in the egg, and then the egg yolk.” 


| poured the whole egg in and beat the mixture until it was 
homogeneous again, then added the yolk and repeated the process. 


“Finally, whisk in the vanilla extract.” 
In it went. Whisk, whisk, whisk. 


“Pour the wet ingredients into the dry ingredients and mix together 
with a large spoon or rubber spatula,” Homura read. “As an aside, 
Cass, | would recommend ‘folding’ the ingredients together rather 
than ‘mixing’ them.” 


| poured the wet mixture into the bowl with the dry ingredients and 
picked up a spatula. Let’s see, ‘folding’ would mean... | put the 
spatula under the goo and ‘folded’ it like | was making an omelet-or 
how | imagined | would if | were making an omelet, having never 
done that before, either. The caloric slush flowed around the spatula 
into the spot I'd just vacated, but | quickly realized that was the point; 
each repetition of the ‘folding’ process got more and more of the dry 
ingredients stuck to the wet gloop. 


After a few minutes of steady work, | could no longer see any 
distinction between the previously separate mixtures. “What’s next?” 


| asked. 
“Fold in the chocolate chips.” 


More folding. The dough-because it was dough, now-had gotten 
steadily harder to fold the more flour it absorbed and didn’t stick to 
the chocolate chips too well, so it took a bit of doing before there was 
no more rattling of free chips in the bowl. “Okay, | did it. That’s all the 
ingredients.” | looked to Homura and asked, “baking time?” 


“First, we chill the dough for two to three hours.” 

“Two to three hours?” 

“It needs to be cold before you roll it into balls for the cookie sheets,” 
Homura explained patiently. “Put some plastic wrap-drawer eleven, 
there-over the bowl and put it in the fridge.” 

| did as instructed. “Clean-up time?” 

“Clean-up time.” 
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Cleaning up didn’t take long at all. | put the ingredients back-with 
Homura’s help, because | didn’t remember where anything went-and 
the dirty bowls, measuring cups, whisks, knife, and spatula into the 


dishwasher. The spare egg white went into the fridge for ‘later’. 


Using the cleaning supplies under the sink, | wiped down the counter 
with a soapy sponge, rinsed it with a bucket of water (there was a 
drain in the center of the kitchen for just such an occasion), then 
dried the counter and mopped the floor. When | was done, the 
kitchen was just as clean as it had been when I'd started. 


It had taken less than fifteen minutes of the two-hour wait. 


“Homura?” | asked. 


“Yes?” 
“You control time, right?” 


“Are you asking me to use my soul to warp the very fabric of reality 
so you don’t have to wait two hours for cookies?” 


| sighed. “When you put it like that, | sound whiny.” 

“No shortcuts,” she told me. “Go read a book for a couple hours.” 
“Yeah, okay, that sounds way more reasonable than using magic.” 
---X==X==X--- 


| stuck my head into the kitchen one hour and forty-seven minutes 
later to see Homura pulling cookie sheets out of a cabinet. “Another 
minor alteration to the recipe,” she said as | walked over to the sink 
and washed my hands again. “The recipe calls for you to remove the 
cookies early and let them finish cooking on the sheets, but we’re 
using aluminum trays and silicone mats, so they'll stop cooking 
pretty fast.” No sooner had | dried my hands than they were holding 
a couple of aluminum baking trays. 


“So leave them in for longer?” | asked. 


“Exactly. Preheat the oven to 325°-make sure it’s on Fahrenheit. Oh, 
and don’t worry about having to rotate the trays like the recipe 
recommends; these ovens keep an even temperature across the 
whole space.” 


“Is that a ‘magic’ thing, or just a ‘professional-grade’ thing?” 


“The latter. The recipe assumes you’re baking in a cheap oven like 
the one we had upstairs.” She opened another drawer and handed 
me two rolled-up rubbery mats. “Put these on the trays.” 


“These go in the oven?” | asked, wiggling the mats experimentally. 
Without melting? was the unspoken question. 


“Yes. They’re oven-safe non-stick silicone. Don’t confuse them with 
the plastic ones-those wil/ melt.” 


“Cool.” | laid the mats down on the trays, not surprised that they fit 
perfectly, then turned and poked at one of the ovens until I'd 
deciphered its controls. “Where’s the dough?” 


“Where did you put it?” 


| rolled my eyes and took the dough out of the fridge myself, 
throwing the plastic wrap I’d used to cover the bowl into the trash by 
the sink. “So, how do | do this, exactly?” 


“You'll want to measure out about one and a half to two tablespoons 
of dough,” Homura said with a wave at the drawer full of measuring 
spoons, “then roll it into an egg shape.” 


“Egg shape?” 


“You want the balls a little taller than they are wide, so the cookies 
stay thick as they spread.” 


“Got it.” 
“Good.” 


| took the large, 1% tablespoon measure and dug it into the firm 
dough, using a finger to scrape off the excess, then transferred the 
lump to my hand and rolled it into an oblong ball. “How far apart do 
these need to be?” 


“Three inches will be more than enough,” Homura said, holding her 
fingers apart to illustrate. “Press down gently to flatten the bottom so 
it doesn’t roll around.” 


“Okay.” | put the ball of dough down on the tray as instructed, then 
took another scoop. At some point, the oven beeped, but | wasn’t 
really paying attention to anything but the process of scooping and 
rolling the dough... and then not eating said dough. The temptation 


to sample the leftover scraps on my fingers once I'd cleaned out the 
bowl was intense. / will not lick my hands, they are covered in 
salmonella. | will not lick my hands, they are covered in salmonella. | 
will not lick my hands, they are covered in salmonella. 


| resisted temptation long enough to get to the sink and wash up, 
only to find Homura looking at me curiously when | turned back 
around. 


“You didn’t lick your fingers?” she asked. 
“Raw eggs.” 
“You know-” 


“Yes, | know, but I’d be terribly embarrassed to need a magical 
disease remedy just because | have the self-control of a toddler.” 


Homura gave me another of her exasperated looks, an expression 
she'd been using a lot today. “I was actually going to ask, ‘You know 
the eggs are pasteurized, right?” 


“Oh.” | cleared my throat and changed the subject with as much 
grace as | could manage. “How long do these bake?” 


“Until the center is cooked. The recipe says 12 minutes, but you’re 
going to want to bake them longer, as | said. Start testing the cookies 
with a toothpick after thirteen or fourteen.” 


“And the toothpicks are...” 
“Over there,” Homura said, pointing to another drawer. 


| pulled out the box of toothpicks and set it down by the ovens, then 
carefully put the baking trays into said oven, making sure | didn't 
touch the hot metal racks. With the cookies now... cooking... | poked 
at the oven controls until | managed to set the timer, then stepped 
back. 


“And now | wait,” | announced. 
“Excited?” 
“Nervous.” | didn’t have high hopes for the result. “What now?” 


“Now I’m going to bake.” Homura pulled out a piece of badly wrinkled 
notepaper and flattened it against the counter on the other side of 
the island, then retrieved a bag of flour-a different color bag than the 
‘all purpose’ flour I’d used for the cookies. 


“Getting started for tomorrow?” 
“No, this is for us.” 


“Oh. Nice.” Even if my cookies come out terrible, I'll still get a treat. 
“What are you making?” 


“Cake.” 
“Sweet.” 
Homura finally gave in and rolled her eyes. 


| spent a great deal of the next fourteen minutes staring at the oven, 
occasionally toggling the light on and off as the cookies slowly 
spread. Behind me, Homura gathered ingredients for her cake. Time 
counted slowly down. | stuck a toothpick in with one minute left on 
the timer and pulled it out covered in chocolate. Well, that’s not a 
helpful measurement. | used the other side, and hit another 
chocolate chip. 


“You don't need to start testing them this early,” Homura told me from 
where she was pouring cake flour into a bowl on the other side of the 
room. 


“Okay.” | let the timer tick the rest of the way down and pushed in 
another toothpick. “Is this ‘clean’?” 


“No.” 

Another minute. 

“This?” 

“Is it or is it not clean, Cass?” 

“... not?” 

Another minute. 

“| think they’re done!” | said, holding the toothpick up like a trophy. 
“Take them out, then.” 


| took a long, single-strip two-handed oven mitt off the handle of the 
oven it was draped over and used it to remove a cookie sheet. 


“Uh, where do | put these?” 
“You can leave them on the stove, for now.” 
“Okay.” 


| put the trays down on the stove, then returned the mitt to its place 
on the handle. It only took a little trial and error to turn the oven off, 
and then | was free to wander back to the stove. The smell of freshly 
baked cookies was already filling the room. 


“Well?” Homura asked. She’d come up to stand right behind me 
while I’d been distracted, and | startled at her words. 


“They look... amazing.” 


| was shocked. | didn’t think I’d be hopeless in a kitchen, but | hadn’t 
expected my first try to work this well! These looked like the kind of 
cookies we sold, not an amateur’s stumbling steps into baking. 


Homura handed me a spatula, and | began to transfer the cookies to 
a cooling rack under her watchful eye. Miraculously, this step a/so 
went well, without any broken cookies. 


“Try one,” she said. 

| did. 

“Mmm. They came out good.” Not as good as hers, of course, but 
she’d said she picked a simple recipe. “What sort of teaching perk do 
you have on?” 

“| don’t.” 


What. 


Homura smirked at the look on my face. “No shortcuts,” she said. 
“That was all you.” 


“With help.” 

“All | did was keep your teaspoons and taterspoons straight.” 

Her trademark deadpan delivery sent me into a giggling fit. She did 
her best to remain stoic, but my laughter was too contagious for that, 
and soon we were both giggling. 


“You really are loosening up,” | noted. 


“I’m trying,” Homura said. “It’s... it's almost like getting into an import 
identity.” 


“A different way of thinking?” 


“But not a ‘fake’ one. Although, come to think of it...” She hesitated 
for a few seconds. “I think... it might be more like getting out of an 
import identity, in a way. The way | act is something | learned. No, 
learned isn’t the right word. It’s something | became...” 


Homura jerked slightly as she snapped out of her introspection. | 
wasn't sure what to say; given that the moment of vulnerability had 
almost certainly been unintentional, maybe it would be best if | just 
ignored it? 


“I’m going to finish the cake,” she announced, having reached the 
same decision. “Want to watch?” 


“Sure.” 


We headed over to where the kitchen mixer and a couple of bowls 
were still sitting on the counter. Homura carefully scraped the 
contents of one bowl into the mixer and turned it on low, then began 
to spoon in the mixture of flour and other dry baking ingredients. 
While she focused on the batter, the recipe she’d brought out earlier 
caught my eye. 


“Is that your handwriting?” | asked, picking up the weathered 
notepaper and looking at it more closely. It was written in Japanese, 
so | couldn't read it, but the penmanship was beautiful, even where 
parts had been crossed out and corrected. 


Homura looked away from where the heavy kitchen mixer was 
working on the batter, eyes widening as she saw me holding the 
page. 


“Not mine,” she said. “Mami’s.” 

“Oh.” 

| handed the paper back numbly, and she tucked it safe and sound 
into the pocket dimension behind her shield. The mixer continued to 
churn as | stood there silently, wondering if | needed to apologize. 
Homura preempted my decision. “You didn’t damage it,” she said. 


“Good.” Should | apologize anyway? “I, uh-” 


“It’s okay,” she interrupted. “They’re happy memories.” 


“That’s... that’s good,” | said, Jamely. “She taught you to bake?” 


“| did say only some of my skill was perk-bought.” Homura reached 
over and turned the mixer off. “It’s one of the reasons | still do it.” 


“Oh.” 


She looked everywhere except at me, rubbing the back of her neck 
with one hand. “That’s one of the reasons | wanted to share it with 
you.” 


“Thank you.” | cleared my throat and repeated, “Thank you, Homura, 
for sharing this with me. I’m sorry | was... skittish about it, especially 
after how hard | pushed you to share. | should have trusted you.” 


“You don't regret trying?” 


“Not at all!” | said. “I’m glad | tried! In fact, | think | can even claim to 
be glad | succeeded.” 


That broke the tension, and Homura met my eyes with a smile. “It’s 
time to pour the batter. Want to watch?” 
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The cake batter went into two pans, which then went into the oven. 
Homura filled the baking time by showing me how she made 
frosting-which was both far more and far less complicated a process 
than I’d expected-and then the cakes came out and went into the 
fridge. 


“They need to be cold before decoration, or they'll just melt the 
frosting,” she explained. “Shall we get lunch?” 


After a short wander down Main Street, we settled on a slightly- 
upscale seafood place for lunch. It was already mid-afternoon, so the 
lunch rush was over and we had a nice, quiet meal. | had salmon; 
Homura had scallops. 


“Can | get you anything else?” the waiter asked. “Dessert? We're 
serving cakes from the new bakery.” 


| said, “We have cake at home,” with a straight face. 


The cake at home was ready to decorate. We headed in through the 
back, straight to the kitchen, where Homura went to work with both 
haste and care. The result was something else: flawlessly frosted 
and garnished with icing flowers, more than a dozen whole (trimmed) 
strawberries, and a drizzle of bright red jam around the edge. 


It was also very large. 


“There’s no way we’re going to eat all that.” 


“Don’t worry,” Homura said. “It'll get eaten.” She picked up the red 
jam again and went to work on a message on top of the cake as | 
watched. 


HAPPY BIRTHDAY! 


| blinked, thought about it, blinked again, then smacked my forehead 
in shock. 


“Oh my god,” | whined. “I completely forgot. Today’s my original 
birthday.” 


“And this is your cake,” Homura announced, whisking the cake away 
towards the front of the shop. That wasn't the direction I'd expected 
her to head in, so | was five seconds behind when | pushed open the 
door to the shop front- 


“Happy Birthday!” 


-and was surprised again. There was a crowd waiting: Max, Zeke, 
Garrus, Mordin, Deanna, Ace, Zero, Tess, Bob, Karl, Sirius, Rita, 
Hoss, Hoss’s-wife-Iris, Joe, Jenn, Art-the list went on. Even Kara 
was here, for all that | was only ‘tolerable’ company. (She was 
probably just here for the cake, but that was fine by me.) 


It took me a good ten seconds before | could formulate a response. 
“When did you all get here?” 


“We snuck in while Homura distracted you with cake,” Max said, then 
gave me a hearty pat on the shoulder. “Happy birthday, Cass.” 


“Wow. What brought this on?” 


“It’s the perfect excuse for a party!” Ace said. “Homura set it all up. 
Why wouldn’t we attend?” 


| turned to look at Homura, who was still holding the cake. “It was my 
idea,” she admitted, “but | didn’t do that much.” 


“Well, thank you. God, | can’t believe | forgot.” 


“It’s not that surprising,” Max said. “You’ve had others. But since you 
wanted to go back to ‘normal’ this Jump, she thought you’d want to 
celebrate your ‘normal’ birthday.” 


“Thank you.” If it weren’t for the cake in her hands, | would’ve 
hugged her. “Really, Homura, thank you. | didn’t even realize I’d 
forgotten.” Homura’s eyes tightened as the attention swung to her, 
so | moved the focus away from her and back to the group. “And 
thank you all for attending. | know half of you have nothing better to 
do, but thanks for coming all the same. This is just... perfect. Thank 
you.” 


There were smiles and chuckles all around at my awkward and 
impromptu ‘acceptance speech’. “You'll have a proper reason to 
thank us when you get your presents!” Bob called from the back. 


“Cake first!” Jenn insisted. 
“Cake first,” Homura agreed, still holding said cake. 


So cake first it was. 


Homura cut the cake perfectly, of course, portioning out more thana 
dozen identical slices on paper plates, each garnished with another 
squiggle of red strawberry jam. My slice was so picture perfect | 
could barely bring myself to disturb it-but cake is meant to be eaten, 
so | took the ceremonial first bite. It was amazing, a rich, soft yellow 
cake complimented by light frosting and the sweet-yet-tart strawberry 
sauce. 


| made sure to pace myself, because while | wanted to inhale the 
cake in my usual manner, | also wanted to appreciate it. 


| still inhaled it a /ittle bit. 


Once I'd gotten over my initial reaction and had my mouth free for 
speech, | asked, “How many of you imported this Jump?” 


Max, Tess, Zeke, Zero, Jenn, and Garrus all raised hands and/or 
voices in response. Max and Zero, I’d already seen; Jenn looked like 
her usual self, while Garrus was human again. It was only the 
second time I’d seen him as a human, and he looked pretty much 
the same as he had the first time: tall, athletic, and of vaguely 
Mediterranean ancestry. Zeke’s appearance was nothing new, either; 
he was still the same Scandinavian-looking bishonen he'd been in 
Breath of Fire. 


“How are you doing?” | asked Tess. She, like Zeke, was a teenager 
this Jump-an experience | didn’t envy. 


“I’m doing well,” she said once she’d swallowed her current bite of 
cake. “Settled in nicely.” 


“That’s good. Oh, are you still ‘Tess’, or...?” 

“Tina Redding, this decade.” 

“Cool. How’s family life treating you?” 

“’m enjoying it.” Tina put her plate and fork down to dig through her 
purse for her wallet, from which she removed a family photo: a 
younger Tina-probably twelve or so-posed between two beaming 
parents. She really did look like her mother and father’s child, with 


the former’s heart-shaped face and the latter’s dirty-blond hair and 
green eyes. 


“That's us.” 
| grinned. “You were a cute kid.” 
“Were?” 


“You're not really a kid anymore, are you?” 


She rolled her eyes and put the picture away. 


“How is it for you?” | asked. “I mean, you know, the whole ‘first time 
importing into a family’ thing.” 


“It’s weird.” Tina took another bite of cake before continuing, “I think 
I’m understanding a bit of what Zeke’s going through-not that it’s the 
same, but there’s a certain amount of ‘culture shock’ in being able to 
think back to a time when | was an actual human child.” 


“Not bad-weird, | hope.” 


“No, not bad at all. It’s actually a bit...” She flushed and raised her 
plate as though she could hide her face behind it without spilling the 
food. “I’m embarrassed to say it, but it’s very much a ‘wish-fulfillment’ 
thing for me-growing up as a flesh-and-blood person with a family 
around me.” 


“| hope you enjoy it for all it’s worth.” 


“I'll try.” Tina hesitated, then asked, “Uh, do you mind if | ask if it was 
the same for you? You know...” 


“Getting to grow up as a girl? | don’t mind, but it’s kind of a hard 
question to answer. | mean, it’s... complicated, | guess?” To put it 
lightly. “My first ‘with memories’ import was a little rough in the 
‘keeping lives separate’ department, so it didn’t impact me quite the 
same way.” 


“Oh. That’s too bad... | think?” 


| shrugged. “Eh, it’s okay. Not the best, but not terrible, either. It 
might've been weird, otherwise.” 


“Why?” 
“You know, finding myself as a girl in social situations.” 


Tina cocked her head. “Weren’t you a girl for a year by this point?” 


“Yeah, but that was... the social structures were so different that | 
didn’t have any preconceptions to get hung up on, you know? For 
most of that time | was ‘adventuring’, which tends to be a pretty 
gender-norm-free zone in the settings that cater to it. Even the horny 
ones, apparently.” 


“And it would’ve been different in a world like your home?” 


“Yeah. | still had a lot of...” | trailed off with a sigh. “If | call it was it is, 
it was transphobia. I'd internalized the cultural perception of trans 
people-trans women in particular-as being ‘deviant’. At home-all the 
way back to before the chain-I was really uncomfortable acting on 
my gender identity.” 


“In public?” 


“At all. Wearing women’s clothes around the house where no one 
could see was still shameful, even if it also made me happy at the 
same time. Getting a woman’s body just made both stronger. Yes, 
there were times where I’d wake up and be thankful that | was 
physically a woman, but almost as often I’d wake up and think, ‘Is 
this really okay?’ The society | grew up in had been saying ‘no’ for a 
very long time.” 


Tina nodded thoughtfully. “You mentioned you didn’t get moments of 
‘euphora’ as Kasey. Are you saying you didn’t get those sorts of 
insecurity for the same reasons?” 


“Something like that. It was just the way things were, so | didn’t have 
to worry about it at the time. | dealt with it ‘properly’ after the Jump.” 


“How’d you do that?” 
“Therapy.” 
| enjoyed another bite of cake. 


“What about you? Did you ever have those sort of thoughts?” 


Tina’s eyes unfocused for a second as she thought. “No, | didn't. | 
think, culturally speaking, ‘Pinocchio Syndrome’ isn’t looked down 
upon in that way? It’s assumed that an automaton would want to be 
human, and getting that wish is generally a triumph.” 


“What about the element of... how did you put it? That femininity is 
‘beguiling’, so artificial femininity must have sinister motives?” 


“Oh, there’s still baggage. It’s just different baggage.” 

“Ah,” | said. “Lighter, | hope.” 

“Even if it were quantifiable, there’s no use comparing miseries.” 
“There is if you want to talk about them.” 

“| can if you’re really curious, but I’m happy as things are.” 


“That's good.” It was probably time for a new topic anyway. “If you 
don’t mind me rewinding a couple topics, do your parents know 
where you are?” 


She gave me an affronted look. “What, you think | snuck out? | told 
Mom I'd been invited to an after-school party and when I’d be home.” 
The feigned offense gave way to mischief as she added, “She 
doesn’t know I’m in a different city, but | did say we’d be heading to 
the party from Zeke’s house, and we did.” 


“Hah. You’ve got her there.” I’d been wondering if she’d had to skip 
school to get here in time; apparently not. “You and Zeke ‘know’ 
each other, then?” 


“Of course. We live on the same block, only a few houses apart. It’s 
very convenient.” 


“Cool. What do you think of the house?” 


“| love it, but it’s the house | grew up in, so I’m biased. Having a 
room in a house is just so lovely! | got to decorate it-well, Tina did, 


but she’s very clearly ‘me’ if I'd been born as a human, so there’s 
nothing | want to change.” She smiled for a moment, a far-away look 
in her eye, before returning to the present with a small start. “Uh, 
how’s your apartment?” 


“Fine, | guess? | don’t have any strong feelings about it. Well, | 


mean, it’s home, but that’s not really a feature of the space itself, is 
it?” 


“| don’t know. Is it?” 


“| don’t think so. It’s home because | live there, not because it’s a 
good apartment. | mean, it probably is a good apartment, but not ina 
way | really notice, if that makes sense?” 


“It’s the lack of problems that makes it good rather than any 
particular ‘thing’ about it.” 


“Something like that.” 


That just about exhausted that topic, so | found a new one. “Do you 
have any longterm plans this decade?” 


Tina nodded. “It’s ‘medium-term’, but | want to see what tinkertech 
looks like ‘under the microscope’, so to speak. | suspect there’s 
some amount of ‘cheating’ involved in making it work, and I’m 
curious if the various local magisciences can hack it. Max was my ‘in 
with some of the people working on magical study, so I’ve got that 
internship | mentioned lined up for the summer.” Her expression fell 
as she grumbled, “But | still have to get through a year of high school 
first.” 


| stifled a chuckle as best | could. “It’s weird being older than you.” 
“Why’s that?” 


“Because | met you as Kasey, the eighteen-year-old reprobate 
turned law-enforcement-figurehead. I’m used to being the junior in 


this friendship.” 


It was Tina’s turn to laugh. “We met when | was ten. Our age 
difference this Jump is just about right for our Bet selves.” 


“Okay, that is weird.” 

“What's weird?” Garrus asked. 

| turned around to see him sitting at a table in human form with Zeke, 
Deanna, and Kara, the latter two engaged in a quiet debate on the 
other side of the table. 

“Tina is younger than | am,” | said. 

“Clearly?” 

“And that’s weird because she’s so much wiser than me.” 


“That’s quite enough flattery, Cass,” Tina said. 


“| thought you were used to it,” | quipped. “Say, when’s your 
birthday?” 


“Oh, | had it already with kids my age. Sorry-” 


“No, you don’t need to apologize. | just owe you a present! Unless 
you’re planning to celebrate a non-local birthday at some point...” 


She rolled her eyes. “I think one a year is enough.” 

“Totally up to you.” 

“Really, the best present was having a real birthday party-a ‘normal’ 
one, | mean, with family around me and a cake | could eat. It’s 


something I’ve always wanted.” 


“That’s wonderful!” | gushed. “I'll get you something next year, 
though.” 


“You could get her a Christmas gift instead,” Garrus suggested. 
“Oh, that’s a good idea.” 


“You don’t need to do that,” Tina insisted. “Hey, how about you tell 
her about your plans this decade, Gary?” 


Gary grinned. “I’m seeing this little guy through school,” he said, 
patting Zeke on the shoulder. That surprised me a little because I'd 
thought Max was raising Zeke this time around, but it did explain why 
Garrus had been involved in Zeke’s build. 

“So you're Dad for a decade?” 


“’m not calling him Dad,” Zeke said, prompting me to snort in 
amusement. 


“Did you go Transuniversal Visitor too?” 


“No, | went Drop-In as Gary Vahn. I’m just a random nobody looking 
after my adopted interdimensional kid with my husband.” 


“Your husband?” | blurted out. 
“| did say | like men.” 


“I’m surprised by the ‘married’ part! If you’d mentioned a boyfriend, | 
wouldn't have blinked. Is that just this Jump, or-” 


“Committed relationship.” Gary tried valiantly not to laugh at my 
reaction, he really did. “Sorry,” he said between ‘coughs’. “I thought 
you knew.” 


“News to me. What’s the family, uh, ‘legend’ like?” 
“Well, for starters, it’s my wife this Jump, because a gay couple with 


an adopted kid would be too ‘noticeable’. | hate this backwards 
culture.” 


“Your people were just as bad at this point in their history,” Karl 
called from the table behind him. 


Gary twisted around in his seat to face his accuser. “We were not.” 
“Uh, yes, you were.” 
“We never had a nigh-global religious ban on homosexuality!” 


“You may have been a bit more progressive with sexuality, but for 
gender expression-” 


“It took a lot of advances in medical science to develop a procedure 
that could-” 


“Medical science has nothing to do with the cultural stigmas and 
barriers you put up! You people had first contact before you allowed 
people to change their gender markers on-” 


“Gentlemen,” Homura said, the word cutting across the room like a 
knife. “This is neither the time nor place for cultural posturing.” 


To their credit, the two seemed sincere as they mumbled ‘Sorry’ to 
their de facto hostess-and then, at her instruction, to me. 


Gary fixed me with a nervous smile. “I hope | haven't made you think 
I’m transphobic. I’m only upset with the ‘my husband is now my wife’ 
thing because bigotry made it necessary, and | didn’t mean to defend 
the Hierarchy on how we handled those things, either...” 


“No, | get it. You’re right to be angry about shit like that; it’s shit. If 
anything, it’s the same brand of shit as a lot of trans-related shit: 
being forced to present as one gender or the other regardless of 
your feelings on the matter.” | cleared my throat, feeling myself blush 
at my own rambling. “Uh, enough said about that, | hope.” 


No one objected, so it was time for yet another change of topic. 


“Hey, Zeke,” | said, “you said you were raised in an orphanage, 
right? Is that how the different backgrounds worked out? 


“Yes. | was raised in the orphanage until they adopted me.” Zeke 
paused. “I’m not calling Max ‘Mom’, either.” 


| snorted and glanced over to where Max was mingling with Homura 
and Rita, only to snap back to Gary when the shoe dropped. “Wait. 
You and Max? Did | hear that right?” 

“Uh, yes? Like | said, | thought you knew.” 


| stared at him for a moment as my brain churned away, 
reinterpreting every time I’d ever seen them together in light of this 
new information. 


“Are you okay?” 


“I’m mortified,” | deadpanned. “I’ve been here for thirty years and 
somehow missed one of the juiciest bits of gossip I’ve ever heard.” 


“Cass,” Zero called from the edge of the conversation, “at what point 
in a typical ‘Cass’ conversation would the topic of ‘who’s sleeping 
with who’ ever come up?” 

“She’s got a point,” Karl agreed. “You’re ace, so-” 

“I’m not ace!” 


“You’re not?” four different voices asked. 


My palm hit my face with a smack. 


We didn’t get around to presents for more than an hour. Said hour 
was filled with laughter and additional helpings of cake, though, so it 
was an hour well spent. 


Most of the presents weren’t ‘from’ specific people; as befit the 
general communal property management of the ’chain, people had 
put their heads together to decide on what to get, then gotten itasa 
group. The exception was a joint project from Jenn and Mordin-and 
that’s as much they’d tell me before | opened the box. 


It was a wand. 


“Ten and one quarter inches, manticore sinew, California redwood,” 
Jenn rattled off as | carefully removed the wand from the foam 
packaging. Correction: as | carefully removed my wand from the 
packaging-it was clearly mine. This was, without a doubt, My Wand. 
It fit in my hand perfectly, humming with power waiting to be used, 
and | obliged in the most harmless way | could think of; a simple un- 
spell-like wave sent forth a massive flurry of peacock-feather green 
and blue sparks that hung in the air like a cloud for several seconds. 
None of the wands I'd used before had ever done that, but then, 
none of them had felt like this, either. 


It was truly a thing of beauty. The ‘hilt’, for lack of a better word, 
seemed to have been formed by braiding branches together while 
the wood was still alive; the woven wood was both an excellent grip 
and a wonderful decoration, ending with a small, hollow loop at the 
far end. She'd called it redwood, but one strand of the braid had 
been polished until it gleamed like silver; another was black as 
ebony. The red strand of the braid stuck out from the business end of 
the hilt, not-quite-straight in the way branches tended to be, and 
carved with swirls and angled filigree so fine my eyes got lost the 
moment | tried to follow a single line. The whole thing seemed to 
glow in its own light, though | had no idea whether anyone else saw 
it or if it was a ‘My Wand’ thing. 


Encouraged by the sparks and general feel, | tried summoning a fork 
from a nearby table; that the fork came faster than | expected and 
bounced off my forehead didn’t dim my enthusiasm in the slightest. 
“Wow,” | breathed. “That’s a huge difference. Even the wand 
movements are easier, somehow, as little sense as that makes.” 


“Right?” Jenn all-but-yelled, fists pressed together in front of her as 
though she were literally holding the reins of her own excitement. 
“It’s like it’s more ergonomic-everything is just easier with a wand 
that fits.” 


“Ergonomic. That’s a good way to put it.” 


“Rita suggested we make you a better naginata,” she added, “but | 
thought you’d appreciate something a little less, uh, explicitly 
violent.” 


| looked at Rita. “What’s wrong with the one you made me?” 


She scoffed. “It was a five-minute project with whatever was lying 
around. | made it for you to train with, not because | thought you’d be 
using it all Jump. Mordin could make you something much better. / 
could make something better if | soent more time on it, but he’s the 
expert.” 


“You're probably going to learn wandless magic eventually,” Jenn 
continued as though | hadn't interrupted, “but in the meantime, | 
thought it would be nice to give you a wand that ‘fit’. Enjoy!” 


“Useful afterward,” Mordin protested. “Multipurpose. ‘Wizardly’ 
magic, obvious. Universal casting implement, focus, amplifier - 
increases effect, speed; reduces effort, cost.” 


Jenn nodded frantically. “And it’s very strong! Like, world-shakingly. 
He’s scary good at stuff like that.” 


“Which is probably why you just bounced a fork of your head,” Max 
added. 


Mordin shot the pair a chagrined look before returning to his feature 
summary, ticking off fingers as he went. “Indestructible. Self- 
repairing. Self-storing. Divine. Legendary. Primordial. Soul-bound. 
Soul-linked. Augmenting. Socketed.” 


“Self-storing means it comes with it’s own hammerspace pocket,” 
Jenn translated. “You can summon and dismiss it at will. Divine, 
Legendary, and Primordial are sort of ‘power level’ things-plus 
‘Divine’ things and their effects tend to get special treatment, right? 
‘Legendary’ items have the power of stories behind them instead of 
gods, and ‘Primordial’ is the same thing for old things rather than 
famous things. Those three aren’t always active, but most settings 
have some property or another associated with ‘divine’ stuff, and if 
you’re in a world where older or more famous things are special, it'll 
be in the oldest and/or most famous category, too. 


“Soul-bound means it can’t be lost or stolen, which is kind of 
redundant with self-storing, but you can never be too careful with 
these things. Soul-linked means it'll grow with you, so the more 
powerful you get, the more powerful the enchantment. Augmenting 
means it'll let you improve everything associated with it-meaning ‘all 
magjic’-way faster than normal as long as it’s ‘equipped’. Those two 
synergize really well, by the way. Uh, you don't have to be holding it 
for that bit, but you do need to have it ‘on’ you, so the self-storing 
thing won't count; | can get you a holster if you want. And 
Socketed... well, you’ve played enough video games to understand 
that one. That’s the loop at the end. Oh, and ‘universal’ means it’s 
useful for everything that could even vaguely be considered ‘magic’, 
if you didn’t guess that already.” 


“Wow,” | said again, turning the wand over in my hands. “That’s a 
hell of a product catalog. How did you figure out the right 
combination of materials?” 


Jenn broke eye contact to look down at her twiddling fingers. “Well, | 
still had the bit of your soul | collected, and since | didn’t need to use 
it for the animagus process...” 


“You made this out of my soul?” 


“Not... exactly?” 


“Indirectly,” Mordin answered. “Experimental analysis. Exposed soul 
to reagents, observed reaction. Greater reaction, better fit. Some 
luck required.” 


“| would say ‘intuition’ rather than luck,” Jenn argued. “But, yes, it 
was basically a guessing game. Mordin has a good feeling for these 
things, though. We didn’t even use the whole sample before we’d 
nailed down the details.” 


“So you just have ‘leftover Cass’s soul’ lying around?” | asked. 


“Well, yes? You shed soul all the time, like dead skin. It’s no big 
deal.” 


“Uh... huh.” 


“You two done showing off?” Bob asked her. “You couldn't have 
waited until last, could you? Nothing we got'll top that.” | couldn't tell 
if he was feigning offense or actually annoyed by the showiness of 
the gifting process. 


“Ah, but now she'll pay attention to the other stuff for longer than it 
takes to unwrap, rather than getting distracted by the wand,” Jenn 
replied. “Go on, Cass, pick a box!” 


“Uh, how do I-nevermind, got it.” Storing the wand worked exactly 
like Summoning and dismissing my journal. 


Ten minutes of unwrapping later, | had five new board games, none 
of which I’d heard of before; a bunch of mundane (but high quality 
and carefully chosen) clothes and accessories; three hand-painted 
plastic miniatures (a Viper Mk II, a Timber Wolf Prime, and an Azure 
Rathalos) and the slightly-too-advanced-for-the-current-calendar- 
year 3D printer they'd been made with; a device that would suppress 
my Seyunolu magic so I’d benefit more from practicing with my 
Magic Mark, in case whatever the wand was going to do wasn’t 
enough of a boost; a shape-shifter-specialized Uryuom auto-fitting 
bodysuit (not ’chain-bought, so I’d have to take good care of it); a 


treatise on supernatural phenomena, apparently intended as a field 
guide for the meddlesome investigator; and a three-inch binder full of 
reports on local paranormal incidents over the past twenty years that 
I’m fairly sure no one was supposed to have. 


“You guys have been busy,” | said as | leafed through thousands of 
pages of government conspiracies and cover-ups. 


“It’s less impressive if you think about how spread out those cases 
are,” Max said. “Moperville is one of the most active supernatural 
hotspots in the continental US, and we average maybe one or two 
cases a year. You're looking at decades of reports from all over the 
country.” 


“| guess. Heh, speaking of ‘reports’: Zeke?” 

“Yes?” Zeke replied. 

“How’s school?” 

“Redundant.” 

| gave him a quizzical look. 

“Even if | didn’t already know more than they’re attempting to teach, 
meeting their standards is trivial,” he explained. “As it stands, it 


accomplishes little other than making me lament my ability to 
experience time.” 


“What happened to all that curiosity?” 
“Sated.” 


“Are there any bright spots in your day? Any classes you like even a 
little?” 


It didn’t take as long for him to answer as I'd expected. “Art class 
is... illuminating,” Zeke admitted. “Not because of the information in 


the class itself, but because watching other students attempt to 
create art is something | had not seen before.” 


“The creative process?” 


“Failure,” he said. “Some students are so displeased at their own 
work that they discard or outright destroy the result.” 


“You... like seeing people fail?” 


“| don’t enjoy the failure for its own sake, or because they suffer from 
it,” Zeke clarified. “It’s that it is novel. Do you recall that | once asked 
you if it was less satisfying to produce bad art?” 


“| do.” 


“You said you believed it was,” he reminded me. “The behavior of 
some students supports your hypothesis. However, other students 
are noticeably unaffected by the quality of their work. The most 
interesting observations began when | noticed that which group a 
student belongs to changed depending on the medium they were 
working in.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yes-and their behavior did not always change in the same fashion.” 
Zeke had straightened in his chair as he spoke, and was now 
leaning forward, eager to share his observations. “Some students 
are unaffected by the quality of their work in media they like and only 
become frustrated when working with media they dislike. Others do 
not care about results when working with media they dislike, but are 
strongly affected by results in their favored media. | believe the 
former are those who enjoy a medium for the process involved in 
working with it, to the point that the result is less important than the 
process, while the latter enjoy a medium because they find its results 
aesthetically pleasing, and put a great deal of value in getting it 
‘correct’.” 


“You've become quite the people-watcher,” | observed. 


“You shouldn't be surprised. People-watching was half the reason for 
my existence before Max ‘adopted’ me.” 


“| guess it was, wasn’t it? Sounds like you’re enjoying something, at 
least.” 


“No,” Zeke declared. “I have merely found one aspect of school that 
is of moderate interest in an otherwise miserable institution. I’m not 
sure what pressures led to the creation of the modern school district, 
but | do not believe ‘education’ featured heavily in them. ‘High 
school’ is a mandatory work environment where ‘students’ are forced 
to perform insignificant, unrewarding, and ultimately pointless tasks 
for no pay. Attendance is enforced by law, creating an adversarial 
relationship between the students and the instruction process that is 
inherently harmful both to the student and to their ability to learn.” 
After a brief pause, he clarified, “The harm to the student is primarily 
psychological, but can cause the student in question to act out in 
ways that further harm themselves and their peers, both 
psychologically and physically.” 


Max and Gary exchanged a glance. 


“Zeke?” Max asked. “Are you doing okay in school? You never 
complained about any of this to us.” 


“You put me there,” Zeke said. “Surely you were aware of this. You 
said you attended a similar institution yourself, and nothing | have 
described is outside the bounds of what | observed prior to my 


participation in your ‘adventure’. 
“| mean... | don’t remember high school being anything like that.” 


“No, that’s a pretty good description of high school,” | said. “It’s 
basically jail-as-daycare, and if you get more than the bare minimum 
of ‘teaching’ required to pass the standardized tests, you’re ahead of 
the curve.” 


“The problems are most evident in the social interactions,” Zeke 
agreed. “The school ‘pecking order’ is woefully similar to Mech’s 
1970 description of wolf behavioral dynamics.” 


“That research was junk,” Max said. “It was based on throwing 
together unfamiliar wolves in an enclosed, stressful environment. 
Real wolf packs function nothing like that.” 


“Unfamiliar individuals in an enclosed, stressful environment,” Zeke 
repeated. 


“High school isn’t that bad.” 
“It isn’t?” | asked. 

“It is,” Zeke said. 

“No, it’s not-” 


“Max,” | interrupted. “Can you honestly say you enjoyed High 
School?” 


“Well, no, but it’s a valuable experience-” 


“No, it’s not,” Zeke said. “It doesn’t even justify the unpleasantness 
with effective instruction. | was not being flippant when | called it 
‘redundant’. The instruction focuses on instilling facts when modern 
access to information makes memorization largely useless. Students 
would be far better served by lessons in acquiring, verifying, and 
analyzing information than merely being expected to possess it.” 


“There are some good things taught in schools,” | said, feeling an 
inexplicable need to come to the defense of the institution that had 
tormented my teenage years-the first time, anyway. “You need 
reading comprehension in order to get information, and math isn’t 
something you can just read an article on and then ‘know’.” 


“| already have all of those skills,” he said. 


“Yes, | know, but it’s something nearly everyone in this sort of society 
goes through.” | held up a hand to forestall his protest as | continued, 
“No, that doesn’t make it ‘good’, but experiencing it firsthand means 
you have more in common with them-and many of us-than if you 
relied purely on your prior skills, regardless of its value.” 

Zeke took a moment to consider the argument. 

“It does explain a lot about your society,” he said with a grimace. 


“Even memorization has its place,” Max argued. “I mean... Cass, 
you didn’t actually derive the quadratic equation every test rather 
than memorize it, did you?” 


“|... did, actually,” | said, trying to remember when that had come up. 
“You mean that wasn’t hyperbole?” 

“No. Is it that uncommon? And when did | tell you that story?” 
“Err...” She hesitated before saying, “Season 1, Episode 5.” 

| sighed and rolled my eyes. 


“You shouldn't be surprised,” Ace told her. “Dr. Rolins’ anecdotes 
were always way more literal than they needed to be.” 


“You're thinking of the rocks,” Max said. 
“Rocks?” | asked. 


“Good example,” Ace agreed. “What could have been a silly in- 
character joke ended up being a true story. Probably. You know, it 
reminds me of the ‘Kessel run in less than twelve parsecs’ retcon.” 


“The explanation of how the Millennium Falcon can cut corners 
around black holes,” Gary said. 


“Precisely. The better explanation is that Han is trying to pull a con 
and making things up to sound impressive, but Lucas decided he 
needed to explain how a ship making a journey in a certain distance 
made sense. Same deal here: it'd make perfect sense for Dr. Rolins 
to be making things up to mess with people, but the stories are all 
true. Probably.” 


“AS a counter-argument,” Max said, “one of her anecdotes involved 
programming a microcontroller so badly it stopped obeying boolean 
logic.” 

“Uh,” | interrupted, raising my hand. “That actually happened.” 

Max stared at me for a moment. 

“That isn’t possible, though,” she said. 


“Yeah, that’s what everyone said when | showed it to them.” 


“Fine, what about the anecdote about John Connor and killer 
robots?” 


“Well... it leaves out a lot of context that makes it less interesting, 
and I’d probably have said ‘autonomous weapons platforms’ rather 
than ‘killer robots’, but, um, that’s what the microcontroller was for.” 


Max stared at me for a second or two before facepalming hard 
enough for me to hear the slap. “You have got to be fucking kidding 
me. Not only did that actually happen, it happened before | picked 
you up? What were you doing with your free time?” 


“Look, college was a very strange, scary, and traumatic time in my 
life. Now, what was that about rocks?” 


She opened her mouth to explain, then asked, “Are you sure you 
want to know?” 


Do |? 


“Hit me,” | said. “I'll just Keep wondering about it anyway.” 


Ace leaned forward eagerly, so Max waved him in to deliver the 
explanation. 


“This is going to require some background,” he said. “Did you watch 
Enterprise?” 


“The Trek show?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Some of it.” 

“So you know who Archer and Shran are?” 


“Yeah, but | remember the history course | took at the Academy 
better than the show.” 


“It doesn’t really matter,” Ace said. “So the story goes, not long after 
the Xindi weapon prototype hits Earth, Shran helps Archer 
investigate one of the superweapon test sites, and when the Xindi 
notice, Shran tries to pass off his ship as a scout vessel looking for 
valuable minerals. Obviously, the Xindi ask him what it is he’s looking 
for, and he does the standard ‘I should have come up with a cover 
story earlier’ gag of looking at Archer and naming the fake mineral 
‘Archerite’.” 


| nodded along. 


“Well, there’s a throwaway gag in season two of your show that 
references that scene, where y-I mean, Dr. Rolins says that she has 
two pet rocks named James Kirk and Jean-Luc Picard, quote, ‘which 
is ironic, because they’re both archerite,’ unquote. Now, that could 
have just been a silly joke-a nod to that scene-but when we got to 
your world, it turned out there is a mineral named ‘archerite’ there. 
Most likely, she actually has those pet rocks.” 


“Which opens up a plot hole in the Enterprise show native to your 
world,” Max added. “I checked, and the line isn’t altered.” 


“Of course not,” Ace said. “Then her line wouldn’t make sense.” 
“Why would it have changed?” | asked. 


Max was the one to answer. “Because if archerite were a real 
mineral, the universal translators would have translated it properly, 
and the Xindi would know he was bullshitting them. It’s a phosphate 
mineral without any properties that would make it worth mining from 
asteroids, if it can even be found there.” 


“It's also not a good mineral to use as a pet rock,” Ace added, “which 
is a little odd, since it could’ve been anything.” 


| started to think about that, then decided not to. 


“Weird how we ended right back at aliens,” | said, closing the binder. 
“How did you get this, anyway?” 


“l’m working at the Paranormal Division, of course,” Max said. 
“Technically, I’m not allowed to bring any of these reports out of the 
building, but they didn’t account for people able to reproduce perfect 
copies from memory. Or they did, and decided there were no 
practical ways of dealing with it, or that anyone with that ability and 
access to the documents wouldn’t be stupid enough to do so 
recklessly.” 


“Did you just call yourself stupid?” 
“I’m not reckless,” she said, chin held high. 


| rolled my eyes. “Oh, here’s a related question: how careful do we 
need to be about maintaining the masquerade?” 


“You mean, if you get caught shape-shifting or something?” Max 
shrugged. “Deny it, claim ignorance, and ignore further questions. If 
they have video, compliment the special effects. People will find an 


explanation that makes sense to them, and it'll all blow over ina 
week.” 


“What if they’re one of the... you know, the people who actually 
believe that stuff?” 


She rubbed her chin. “That’s a bit harder,” she said. “The 
supernatural in this world relies on disbelief as the first line of 
defense. Most people don’t see magic or aliens because they aren't 
looking for them, so even if they do notice something ‘odd’, they'll 
assume there’s a rational explanation for it and go on with their day. 
But of course, if someone /s looking for magic and aliens, that’s not 
going to work. 


“How about this: if you need to get someone off your back, you can 
call us-cover-ups are kinda our thing. If they’re not a problem, just 
ignore them, or come clean and admit you’re a magical alien. It’s 
your call.” 


“And there won't be... uh, ‘consequences’ for that last one?” 


“Nope.” Max stopped, then amended, “Not legally or metaphysically, 
that is. Obviously, there are consequences: they’ll Know whatever 
you tell them, and someone who’s already ‘curious’ having their 
suspicions confirmed means they'll be better able to uncover real 
Supernatural stuff, for better and for worse.” 


“But someone who’s already looking for supernatural stuff might find 
it sooner or later on their own,” Gary added. “Magic wants to be 
found, after all.” 


“Is it really that simple?” | asked. “I mean, is discovering magic as 
simple as looking for it?” 


“Not exactly,” Max said. “Magic wants to be used, so people who 
want to discover something new, like scientists or reporters, are less 
likely to find it than someone who wants to use it for themselves. 
Even among the people who would use it, there will always be some 


element of chance involved. | don’t know if there’s any way to get 
statistics on how many people /ook for magic versus how many 
people find it, but it wouldn't be a secret if it was more than one ina 
hundred.” 


“Hey, Dinah!” Gary called. “What’re the odds that an arbitrary person 
in this world who looks for magic will find it?” 


“Zero point three eight six percent,” Dinah replied promptly. 
“There you go.” 
---X==X==X--- 


The party ended after another hour of shooting the breeze; someone 
had a very good measure of my ‘social stamina’, and people began 
making excuses right as | started to flag. Homura shooed me back 
upstairs before | could even offer to help clean up. 


| wasn’t alone long before she stuck her head into the living room to 
give me one more present: a specialty pet brush for ‘exotic animals’. 
It was too bad | couldn’t reasonably give them a user testimonial, 
because whoever made it knew their stuff. 


“| hope you had fun today,” Homura said. “Both the baking and the 
party.” 


“Yip.” 


“Good.” She gave me a few more strokes with the brush, then 
prodded me with a finger until | sat up and looked her in the eyes. 


“If you try to return the favor for my birthday,” Homura said, “I will sell 
your half of the bakery and ship you to Antarctica in a crate. 
Understand?” 


“Yip?” 


“| mean it. | don’t celebrate my birthday, and that’s not something I’m 
going to ‘loosen up’ about. In fact, I’d appreciate it if you’d pretend | 
don’t have a birthday. All right?” 


| nipped at her finger when she tried to poke me again. “I get it,” is 
what | would have said, but it came out as “Mmrmrrrm.” Rubbing my 
head on her knee got the message across. 


“Good.” 

Message delivered, she went back to brushing me. It wasn’t long 
before the feeling of the brush running through my fur lulled me into 
an afternoon nap. 


=22XS=XKS=X 2=- 


Last edited: Jun 16, 2021 


Chapter 91: Holiday Cheer 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 91: Holiday Cheer 


“What do you give someone who has everything?” | asked one 
evening a couple weeks before Christmas. 


“What?” Homura asked. 


“Thinking about Christmas gifts for people. After the whole birthday 
thing, it seems like | should return the favor, right?” 


“Most of us don’t need anything.” 
“That’s kind of the problem, isn’t it?” 


Well, it was half the problem, at least. The other half was that | 
couldn't give anything other people couldn't get for themselves even 
if they did need something. It was more than a little like being a child 
again; someone you gave gifts to without an expectation of 
reciprocity because they didn’t have any means of returning the 
favor themselves. Even if | found something worth giving to someone 
else, I'd need someone else’s help to buy or make it. 


| finished wiping down the counter and moved on to the tables. 
“How about making something?” Homura suggested, unaware I'd 
already considered and discarded that idea. “That's a good way to 
show appreciation.” 


“What can | actually make, though? Cookies? Wait, that’s not a bad 
idea, actually.” 


“Christmas cookies?” 
| huffed. “I guess. I’m not really a fan of cookie decoration.” 


“If you bake the cookies, I'll decorate them. Then they can be from 
both of us.” 


“Hmm... yeah, that sounds good. When?” 
“Pick a night. Neither of us need to sleep more than an hour.” 


“Let’s do it tonight, then. If they come out badly, we’ll have time to 
make another batch-” 


Homura opened her mouth to reassure me they’d come out fine. 


“-and if they come out well, we'll have time to make another batch,” | 
finished with a smirk. 


She sighed at my bait-and-switch and closed the register. 

aoe) eo) a re 

“Flour.” 

“Here.” 

“Baking powder.” 

“Here.” 

“Salt.” 

“Here.” 

Baking with Homura was a lot different than being taught to bake. | 
hadn't noticed last time we’d been in the kitchen together because 


I'd been distracted by my own project, but she didn’t use spoons or 
measuring cups at all; she just poured straight from the bag, box, or 


carton directly into the bowl. That had to be a perk at work; | would 
accept no other explanation. 


“Sugar.” 
“Here.” 
“Butter.” 


“One moment.” | removed the bowl covering the butter and grabbed 
the plate. “Here.” 


“No, keep those and take this’-she handed me a bowl full of 
sugar-“and start creaming them together.” 


Since measuring ingredients was-for me-the longest part of the 
baking process (including the actual baking, though not the time 
spent chilling the dough), Homura had quickly taken over that part of 
the project. | ended up doing the odd jobs, like softening the butter 
by cutting it into pats and placing a steamy-warm glass bowl over it, 
or immersing eggs in tepid water to bring them to room temperature. 
And, of course, running the mixer-because if there was anything | 
was good at, it was running machines. 


Wow, sometimes | really do sound like the sort of character who 
exists solely to make a giant robot work, don't I? 


| used a spatula to scrape the softened butter into the mixing bowl, 
then cranked it into place and turned the mixer on. The initial jerk of 
the mixing paddle had a bad habit of kicking things out of the bowl, 
so | got it started on the lowest speed before pouring the sugar in. 
Wrrrr. 

Faster. 


Wwrerrrr! 


Faster. 


Wwwrererrr! 

Faster! 
WWWWRRRRRRR! 
That seemed about right. 


| glanced over at Homura, who said something, realized | couldn't 
hear her, and gave me a thumbs up instead. | gave her a thumbs up 
back. 


WWWWWWW/W/RRRRRRRRRRRRRR- 
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We made a rather absurd amount of cookie dough-once spread to 
the proper thickness, it would cover more than ten square feet. 
Fitting that in a normal kitchen fridge would have been a challenge, 
but the fridge here, like the ovens, was ‘industry’ size-and perhaps 
more importantly, not full of other stuff. 


Two hours later, the dough was ready to roll and cut. In the time it 
took me to fill one baking tray with pine-tree-shaped cookies, 
Homura had done six; | stepped back and let her take over the task 
of shaping my leftover cuttings into an eighth pan’s worth. We 
repeated the process twice before we used up all the dough, leaving 
us with two dozen pans of cookies to bake. The entire wall of ovens 
was more than up for the task. 


Twelve minutes in the oven, twenty minutes on a cooling rack, and 
the cookies were ready to decorate. My only contribution to this step 
was making as much icing as | could as quickly as | could; Homura’s 
speed meant it was my icing production that bottlenecked the 
process. 


Homura paused when she reached the final tray, pastry bag poised 
to paint the platter of products. “Do you want to decorate some of the 


cookies?” 
“No thanks; I’m sure you'll do a better job.” 


“Don’t worry about that. If you feel self-conscious about how they 
come out, we can keep them for ourselves.” 


“Good point,” | said. “In that case: no thanks; | don’t feel any 
affection for the ritual of cookie decoration.” 


“A fair response.” 

262 XSSKSSX cee 

We entered Moperville twenty minutes after closing the following day 
because traffic laws were for people who weren’t Homura Akemi. 
Barely two minutes later, we’d pulled up and parked at the Redding 
household. 


Homura grabbed the platter of cookies before | could, so | was the 
one who knocked on the door. Tina answered. 


“Who is it, dear?” a woman’s voice called from the other end of the 
house. 


“Mrs. Vahn’s cousins!” Tina called back. 
“Oh? What do they want?” 


“We baked cookies,” Homura said, proffering the tray of Christmas 
cookies. 


“They baked Christmas cookies for us!” Tina yelled. 
“Oh, that’s lovely! Invite them in!” 


Tina did just that. We stepped over the threshold, and Tina shut the 
door behind us. “What brought this on?” she asked. 


“| did say I’d be getting you something for Christmas,” | said. 


“And you decided to make cookies because you couldn't figure out 
what else to gift me?” 


“Got it in one.” 


Tina laughed. “Looks like you’ve got a bit of an all-solving hammer 
there, Cass.” 


“| do not!” 


It was at that point that Mrs. Redding finally emerged from the back 
rooms of the house, her apron indicating she’d been involved in 
some cooking of her own. I’d seen a picture of her with a much 
younger Tina, and if anything, | was struck by how /ittle she’d 
changed from the plump, smiling woman in years past. “Hello, 
dears,” she said. “You’re-my goodness, that is a lot of cookies. 
You're Maxine’s cousins, Tina said?” 


“We are.” Homura handed her the platter, then continued, “It’s nice to 
meet you, Mrs. Redding. I’m Akemi, and this is my stepsister, 
Cassandra.” 

“| go by Cass,” | added. 

“Call me Angela, please. And you’ve met my daughter-” 


“They have,” Tina agreed. “We'd already met, actually.” 


“Oh? When?” Angela directed the question at me, which brought me 
up short. Yeah, Tina. | thought. When? 


| was overthinking things again; the truth was perfectly suitable. 


“We met at the birthday party Zeke and | went to last month,” Tina 
explained. 


“Ah, of course! That was for one of Zeke’s cousins, | remember now. 
You must have made a good impression to get cookies like this.” 
Angela had to prop one side of the tray up on a nearby credenza 
before she could peel back one edge of the plastic wrap covering the 
cookies for a closer look. “Why, these are incredible. They look like 
they were made in a bakery.” 


“They were,” Homura said. “We run a bakery in Strawfield.” 
“Strawfield?” 
“It's down Interstate 7, a few exits before Apoapolis.” 


“Apoapolis?” Angela repeated. “My, you’ve come a long way! 
That’s... two, three hours by car?” 


| nodded because it should have been. 


“The trip was probably for Zeke,” Tina said. “We're just lucky to be on 
the way.” 


“Ah.” Angela looked between Homura and I. “So you’d be Zeke’s... 
aunts?” 


“First cousins, once removed,” Homura corrected her. 


“Oh. | never really understood how that worked. | bet Zeke could 
explain it-boy has an encyclopedia between his ears, | Swear.” 


“He really does,” Tina agreed. 
“Wikipedia, to be exact,” | added. 


“| worry about that boy,” Angela confided in us. “He doesn’t have 
many friends, does he?” 


“He’s still adjusting, mom,” Tina said. “He only just moved in, you 
know?” 


“Still...” Mrs. Redding sighed. “Sorry, but | left some things on the 
stove, So-” 


“We ought to go, anyway,” Homura said. “We haven't given Gary and 
Max their cookies yet.” 


“Oh, well, don’t let me keep you. Thank you so much, ladies, this is a 
wonderful surprise- Tina!” 


Tina had helped herself to a cookie already and looked absolutely 
unapologetic about it. 


so X SSK SESXe- 


A round of ‘Merry Christmas’s later, we returned to the car for the 
other tray of cookies and walked down the block to Zeke’s house, 
which was exactly the same as the Reddings’ on the outside. All the 
houses on this street were, which was damned off-putting if you 
asked me. Who wanted to live in a neighborhood that looked like 
someone was having too much fun with the photoshop clone tool? 


Zeke himself answered the door. “Hello Cass, Homura. Come in.” 


We did, this time doffing our coats and boots. The entryway also 
looked the same as the Reddings’, furnishings aside; | started trying 
to come up with a ‘cookie-cutter’ pun, but there wasn’t a whole lot to 
do when the terminology was that direct. 


“What are you doing here?” he asked. 
“We baked Christmas cookies,” | said. Homura offered him the tray. 


“Oh.” Zeke accecpted the excessively large platter with both hands, 
examining the cookies with a critical eye. “The decorations are well 
done, but | still do not understand the purpose of making food 
resemble anything other than food.” 


“It's fun?” 


“You said you didn’t like decorating cookies,” Homura reminded me. 
“Well, /’m not fond of it, but | Know other people find it fun.” 


It was then that Gary came around the corner. “Hey Homura. Hey 
Cass. Merry Christmas.” 


“Merry Christmas,” we replied. 

“We brought cookies,” | added. 

“| see. What brought this on?” 

“| was complaining that it was hard to buy gifts for you,” | explained. 
“Homura said that the best gifts were things one made, and since | 

learned how to bake cookies recently...” 

“Ah, good thinking. Are you going to deliver some to Tina, as well?” 


“We already did. We got to meet her mother, as well.” 


“Nice woman,” Gary said. “Well, Max is off chasing after some sort of 
inter-dimensional sea-lion or something-” 


“An inter-dimensional sea/, perhaps?” Homura interrupted, having 
had her fill of puns from living with me for the last seven months. 


“No, the tracks were definitely those of a sea lion. Seals can’t turn 
their hind legs to ‘walk’ like that.” 


“Oh, it’s the walrus.” 
“What?” | asked. 


“Unless there are multiple dimension-hopping pinnipeds wandering 
around,” Homura continued. 


“What?” | asked. 


“It’s not impossible,” Gary said. “Do walruses move like sea lions, or 
like seals?” 


“Sea lions.” 
“Then it’s more likely that it’s a single dimension-hopping walrus.” 


| exchanged glances with Zeke, who didn’t look anywhere near as 
confused as | was. Did he know something | didn’t, or was he just 
used to Max’s job making no sense? 


“I’m going to put these in the kitchen,” Zeke said, hefting the cookies 
tray to make his intentions clear. 


“Ah, good idea,” Gary said. “Come on, we can sit down.” 


He ushered us through the hallway and into a combination 
kitchen/dining room setup. Zeke put the cookies on the counter near 
the stove and took a seat at the table, and the rest of us followed 
suit. 


| took a moment to look around at the house while the others got 
settled. The kitchen counter was a U shape-a C shape, from this 
angle-with one ‘leg’ against the far wall and the other on the opposite 
side of the table from me, separating the kitchen and dining area. 
The sink sat in the ‘bottom’ of the U, or the left side of the C, beneath 
a set of large windows letting in the last of the fading daylight from 
where they looked out into the back yard. The stove-and the 
cookies-were on the island, along with the coffee machine, which... | 
mean, really, who puts the coffee machine on the island? | didn’t 
even like coffee and that decision offended me. 


“How’s business?” Gary asked us. 
“Good,” Homura said, since I’d been distracted. 


“Very good,” | corrected her. “You should see how many pies we 
sell.” 


“A lot?” 
“A lot. But Homura’s making them, so that’s not a surprise.” 


“Cass has been baking as well,” Homura said. “We baked the 
Christmas cookies together.” 


“| assisted.” 

“Is that not what | said?” 

“She’s downplaying her involvement,” Zeke explained. “As is typical.” 
“What?” | asked. “Hey!” 

“He’s not wrong,” Homura said. 

“Oh, the betrayal! I’m getting ganged up on.” 

Gary laughed at my suffering. 


“Fine,” | grumbled, “I'll change the subject myself. How’s the stay-at- 
home-dad life treating you?” 


“It’s quiet,” Gary said. “Not too different from the Warehouse, except 
that we’re cooking our own meals.” 


“Missing the automation?” 

“No, I’m enjoying myself. ‘Domestic’ is nice.” 
“What about you, Zeke?” Homura asked. 
“lam enduring,” Zeke said. 

“Enduring,” she repeated. 


“Enduring,” he confirmed. 


“| think he’s not-outright-complaining about school,” | told her. “As is 
typical.” 


“Typical for me,” Zeke asked, “or typical for all children subjected to 
the institution?” 


His agreement took the wind out of my sails a little. “I meant you,” | 
said, “but | guess most kids complain about school at some point or 
another.” 


“Obviously. Only outliers would find the experience pleasant.” 
“That's too bad,” Homura said. “I was very happy to go to school.” 
“Why is that?” 


“Well, for one thing, it meant | was healthy enough to leave the 
hospital.” 


“Oh,” Zeke said. “I’m sorry. | didn’t mean to insult your childhood.” 


Homura blinked at the apology. “I... don’t think that’s what you were 
doing?” 


The two stared at each other for a moment in mutual confused 
awkwardness. 


“It’s funny how not being able to do something makes it seem so 
much better, isn’t it?” | asked. 


“What do you mean?” Zeke asked. 


“Well, Homura-and please correct me if I’m wrong-was happy to go 
to school in part because for some time she couldn't, which made 
going ‘special’.” 


“That is correct, broadly speaking,” she confirmed. 


“You're saying that something’s desirability increases simply from 
unavailability?” Zeke asked. 


“It can, yes,” | said. 

“But would that not imply that you could artificially inflate someone’s 
desire for something by withholding it even if they would not want 
that thing otherwise?” 

“Well, yes, and people do. It’s called reverse psychology.” 


“Truly?” 


| turned to Gary. “Do they teach The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in 
school?” 


“In high school?” he asked. “No, I'd think they’d do Huckleberry Fin 
for Twain.” 


“Darn.” 


Zeke, meanwhile, had begun staring off into the distance while he 
thought. “Ah,” he said. “Fence painting.” 


| shot him a quizzical look. “What are you-oh. Wikipedia?” 


“Yes. Do you think | might enjoy school more if | focused on how | 
could not have previously attended?” 


“It's worth a shot,” Gary told him. “A little reframing can go a long 
way.” 


“I'll try it,” Zeke said. “And if it works, | will add it to my list of ‘strange 
things about the human experience’.” 
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“Hey, Cass,” Lizzie said as | helped her load cakes from the van onto 
a trolley behind the Greek restaurant the day after Christmas. “You 


and Akemi got plans for New Year’s Eve?” She was in her early 
twenties, as best | could tell, with a head of unruly sandy-blonde 
curls locked in combat with her work-mandated hairnet. 


“Not really,” | replied. “Why?” 


“All of us ‘food service minions’ are having a party at a friend’s place 
out near the edge of town, and | figure you two count for that.” 


“What sort of party?” 


“| dunno, the normal kind?” Lizzie shrugged as | handed her the final 
cake. “It’s usually pretty quiet ’cause half of us will be recovering 
from a shift and the other half will be looking forward to a shift.” 


“Quiet’ sounds about my speed.” 


“Cool. No pressure if you can’t make it, but if you’re free, you’re 
welcome to come by.” She gave me the time and address, then 
wheeled the cart into the back of the restaurant. | closed the van 
doors and headed back to the shop for what was-even compared to 
the previous week-a very busy day. 
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We sold thousands of cookies that December, though sales dropped 
off precipitously after the 25th . Then came New Year’s. 


Lizzie’s friend’s place was near the edge of town facing Apoapolis. 
I'd expected a large place-it would have to be to fit a guest list that 
was, if | took Lizzie at her word, nearly every waiter and waitress in 
town-so the size was more or less what I'd expected. It was an odd- 
looking house to my sensibilities; I'd grown used to ‘square-ish’ 
houses that were the same height everywhere, while this was a 
squat, sprawling building with an L-shaped look both from above and 
the front, as it had a small second story at the back looking out over 
the rest of the property. 


“Heeey,” Lizzie said as she answered the door. “Glad you girls could- 
please tell me that’s what | think it is.” 


“Were you expecting some of our cakes?” Homura asked, looking 
down at the boxes she was holding. “Because you’re going to be 
disappointed.” 


“Aww, seriously?” 


“Don’t be mean, Akemi.” | hefted my own boxes and explained, 
“These are pies.” 


“Oh fuck yes get in here.” Lizzie threw the door wide open for us 
before she turned back to the rest of the house and bellowed, “They 
brought pies!” 


The inside of the house made it clear why this was where the party 
was. The ground floor was large, but more importantly, it was open, 
letting one see from the front door-opening into a sort of sitting room- 
all the way through the kitchen and dining room to the stairs at the 
back of the house. The dining room had a pair of large sliding glass 
doors, through which we could see more people milling about in the 
shelter of a space-heater. It was hard to make out much more than 
that, as Lizzie’s shout had drawn people’s attention like flies to 
honey. 


That was how we learned that piranhas have nothing on a town’s 
worth of waiters and waitresses who have to serve desserts they 
rarely get to enjoy themselves. 


“How are you feeling?” | asked Homura as we watched the feeding 
frenzy unfold from a spot against the sitting-room wall. 


She raised an eyebrow. “About?” 
“You know, being more... normal.” 


“| thought | didn’t have to be normal.” 


“You don't,” | agreed, “but I’m fairly sure this is more normal than 
you’ve been in a while, no matter what you’ve been doing when I’m 
not paying attention.” 


“That’s true.” 

“SO, what have you been doing while I’m not paying attention?” 
“Baking.” 

“Hah.” 


“| haven’t been having adventures of my own,” Homura said. “It’s not 
like there are monsters on every street corner. I’m... ‘getting into 
character’ isn’t exactly the right phrase, but it gets the idea across.” 


| cleared my throat nervously, not trusting myself to meet her eyes. 
“Yeah, uh, as far as that goes... | really hope | didn’t pressure you 
into doing anything you didn’t want to. | know you’ve been a lot more 
social already than you usually are-” 


“I’m ‘loosening up’ because | choose to. You didn’t drag me out here- 
| drove, remember?” 


“Well, yes...” 


“You had a point,” Homura said. “You were right: | could use some 
practice being social. Somewhere along the way, | stopped asking 
what would happen to myself once | won.” 


| risked a glance at her and found her staring into her bottle of beer. 


“| tried to Save everyone, at first,” she continued, “and then it was 
just Madoka and |... and then, at some point, it stopped being ‘and I’. 
And if I’d won like that, | think | would have been content.” She 
looked up from her drink to meet my eyes. “But with all the tools and 
powers available to me now, | Knew | shouldn't have to settle fora 
pyrrhic victory. I'd make sure | had enough power to save all of my 
friends. I'd make sure everybody lives.” 


She took a long drink, watching the milling crowd around the counter 
where the pies were rapidly disappearing. 


“| suppose | forgot to include myself,” she whispered. 


“And that would be a shame,” | said, shuffling closer to put my arm 
around her. “You’re awesome, and deserve the same happiness 
you're trying to give everyone else.” 


“If you were anyone else, that would have sounded incredibly corny. 
I’m honestly not sure how you make it work.” 


| harrumphed and sipped my own drink-root beer, of course. 
Someone here was evidently a fan: there were three different brands 
to choose from. “Maybe you just like the message too much to care.” 


“Maybe | like the messenger enough to cut her some slack,” Homura 
replied with a light elbow jab to my ribs. 


“Love you too, Sis.” 

“Hey, bakers!” Andrew called to us, waving a pie trowel from within 
the pack of ravenous (and generally some degree of ‘drunken’) 
party-goers. He was another early twenty-something: tall, tan, and 
gifted with the kind of face that made his messy hair and slight 
stubble look rakish rather than messy. “If you want some pie, you 
better get it now!” 

“Don’t worry about us,” Homura called back. 

“We're good!” | added. 


Andrew toasted the serving utensil in our direction before going back 
to work. 


| looked at Homura. “We are good, right?” 


“We're great,” she said. 


We clicked bottles and drank to that. 


An hour or so later, | was wandering around the yard with a fresh cup 
of root beer-we’d gone through the glass bottles and into the 2-liters- 
when someone struck up a conversation out of the blue. 

“How was your first year?” Zero asked from behind me. 


“It was nice,” | said. A quick glance around showed that no one was 
paying any attention to us, but | headed for the edge of the festivities 
all the same. “How was yours?” 


“It was okay,” she grumbled. “I shouldn’t have fucking imported. Not 
enough stuff to do.” 


“Still bored?” 

“Yeah. Mischief is fun to watch, but it takes a lot of work to make!” 
Zero grinned when | failed to conceal my amusement. “Yeah, | know. 
Look at this lazy-ass trickster spirit. Can’t even stir her own shit!” 


“However will you survive?” | drawled. 


“Eh. Still have my PlayStation.” She shrugged. “What about you? 
Bored of normalcy yet?” 


“No, surprisingly.” 
“You've been doing magic to Awaken, though, right?” 


“Yeah, but that’s just a particularly weird hobby,” | said. “My life is still 
‘normal’, by my standards. I’ve got a job, a home... I’m learning to 
bake. | tried cooking, even.” 


“Oh?” Zero raised an eyebrow. “How'd that go?” 


“It was... palatable.” 


“Damned by faint praise.” 
“That isn’t faint praise for me, it’s a fucking accomplishment!” 
Zero laughed, and | was happy to join in. 


“Say,” | said, “speaking of Awakening: can you tell if I’m getting 
close?” 


“Yeah, you’re not. Sorry. Maybe an eighth of the way there or so?” 
“That little?” I’d been at this for more than six months. 


“Yeah. Management set you up with what amounts to ‘absolute zero’ 
in terms of magical affinity, probably as a jab at you going around the 
purchase price.” 


“That explains why | can only use that spell once or twice a day.” 


“Yeah, that’s why. The good news is that you were only around two 
percent in November, so that magic training weight | recommended 
is doing work.” 


“That is good news.” Ten percent in a month-and-a-bit was a lot 
better than twelve over seven-ish. 


It took me a moment to notice one detail | hadn’t Known. “That was 
your idea?” 


She winked at me. “Turns out being super magical and shit comes 
with an innate understanding of magic. Who'd’a thunk?” 


“Well, thanks. You’re really coming through for me on all this magic 
stuff.” Zero waved my thanks away with one of those silly ‘it’s 
nothing’ hand gestures, but her grin made it clear she enjoyed the 
gratitude. 


We'd reached the edge of the yard by this point, and | slouched 
against the tall wooden fence while Zero mirrored my posture 


against thin air to comedic effect. “So,” she said, “Speaking of magic 
and shit like that, | heard you got shape-shifting even though you 
were hemming and hawing about wanting to go in ‘normal’.” She 
waited for me to start taking a drink before she asked, “That one of 
your fetishes?” 


One spit-take later, | growled, “Zero...” 
“I’m just asking! Ace said you read the comic...” 
“Maybe | don’t want to share.” 


“Come on,” Zero whined through a shit-eating grin. “There’s nothing 
to be embarrassed about. Everyone has their kinks.” 


“Then why do you care about mine?” 


“Because I’m curious! And besides, Cass, | get that you’re 
uncomfortable as hell around sex, like, as a topic, but that’s not 
gonna change if you avoid it every chance you get.” 


“And confessing my kinks will help?” 


“Talking about it will help. Acclimation or whatever. Do you really 
want to be a four-hundred-year-old virgin someday?” 


“It’s not just about sex,” | grumbled. “I’m not looking for a casual one- 
night stand. | want something more intimate than that.” 


“Because you want your first time to be ‘special’?” 


“No, I’m not trying to romanticize losing my virginity. | don’t think it’s 
going to be some magical experience-quite the opposite, actually. It’s 
not going to be perfect. It might not even be good because I'll have 
no idea what I’m doing. The thing is, feeling safe enough to fuck up- 
pun absolutely intended-is a special sort of vulnerability that I’m not 
willing to show to anyone, you know? That’s why | need it to be 
intimate: because it means exposing a culturally shameful level of 
inexperience.” 


She crossed her arms and looked me up and down with narrowed 
eyes. “You don’t trust me.” 


“No, no, that’s not it at all! It's more than trust, it’s... look, sex isn’t 
something | want to just do, it’s something | want to do with someone 
I’m committed to. Like, say | took you up on your offer. You’d take me 
to bed, it'd be awkward and clumsy and probably a bad time for at 
least one of us, and then you’d go about your normal day like it 
meant nothing because it would mean nothing, and that would be 
awful for me. Understand?” 


Zero paused to think for a moment. 


“No,” she admitted. “I mean | hear what you’re saying, but sex has 
never been something ‘sacred’ to me, so | can’t say | ‘get’ whatever 
it is you’re looking for. Well, that’s not quite true. Ace and | are 
intimate emotionally, so | get that much. It’s just that sex isn’t part of 
that.” 


“You two absolutely sleep together, though.” 


“Okay, sex isn’t exclusive to that-I’m not gonna avoid fucking my 
boyfriend-but this isn’t about me. Look, even if you’re holding out for 
the ‘right one’, you can still practice talking about it. Might make you 
freeze up a little less, or even get you off your ass to find someone.” 
She gave me a grin that was at least slightly more encouraging than 
it was lecherous. “Come on, spill. Are you into this shit? 
Genderbending, shrinking, furries, just transformation in general?” 


Walking away was tempting, but she might have a point. 


“Maybe a little,” | admitted. “The genderbending and transformation, 
mostly. I’m not sure how much of it is really a ‘fetish’ and how much 
is just... fantasizing? | was stuck in a body | hated; those would fix 
that. Of course it’s something I’d fantasize about.” 


“Ah,” Zero said. “That's fair.” 


“Sometimes, people ask, ‘What superpower would you want?’ There 
are plenty of options: flight, super-healing, telekinesis-” 


“Shape-shifting?” 


| snorted. “Yeah, trans people tend to go with that one. Whether they 
know they’re trans or not, apparently, since | Knew that one was the 
best starting... probably around sixth grade?” 


“That’s what, ten years before you figured it out?” 


“More like fifteen. You know, before | Knew what being trans meant, | 
fantasized about being hit with one genderbending effect or another 
and just ‘having to live with it’. | wish I'd understood that | didn’t need 
to already think | was a girl to transition-| knew | wanted to be a girl 
and wasn’t, but | thought that was... | don’t Know. Something else.” 


She considered that for a moment, then asked, “So what did you 
think being trans meant?” 


“| dunno. | thought it was, like, a delusion or something, like | had to 
believe | was already a girl in contradiction to physical reality.” | 
scowled into my cup. “Some of that was internalized transphobia-you 
know, the idea that being trans means there’s something 
fundamentally wrong with you-but a lot of the language around being 
trans reinforces that kinda thinking. | mean, the language used by 
trans people to describe their experiences. People like to describe 
themselves as having ‘always been’ their identified gender, or being 
their identified gender ‘inside’, which simply isn’t the way | went 
through life. My experience was more like, ‘I look inside myself and 
ask “Do | feel like a man or a woman?” and the answer is that | feel 
like shit.” 


“That sucks.” 
“Yeah. No kidding.” | sighed, swirling my drink absentmindedly. “One 


of the many things that frustrated me when | finally cracked was that 
| think other people straight-up clocked me and just didn’t know how 


to fucking explain it. | had two different psychiatrists try to feel me out 
about my gender identity, but the way they phrased their questions 
just made me buckle down on ‘I’m not wrong in the head’ thing, and 
I’m almost certain a girl in high school figured me out. Why else 
would she offer to braid a boy’s hair-and have ribbons ready to go if 
he accepted?” 


“Did you?” 


.. yes. 


Zero laughed, which was... fine, | guess. It was a funny anecdote, 
but | hadn’t meant to tell a joke. 


That was a good place to stop that conversation, so | was looking for 
a new topic to segue to when she asked, “What else?” 


“What?” 
“What are your other kinks?” 
| didn’t say “Really?” because the face | made said it for me. 


Zero chuckled at the murderously disbelieving look I’d fixed her with. 
“Relax, Cass! I’m not going to mock you or anything, promise.” One 
finger sketched a cross over her heart as she spoke. “I’m the /ast 
person who'd judge you for this shit. Look, there is nothing you can 
say that would shock or offend me-|’m pretty sure I’ve seen it all by 
this point, and | can’t think of a single thing that our band of 
perverted immortal dumb-asses can’t do safely, sanely, and 
consensually. And | may be a gossip, but | care about being told shit, 
not spreading it, so your secret’s safe with me.” By the end of her 
spiel, she’d managed to contort her face into an expression of 
puppy-dog-eyed pouting that was somehow still lecherous. 


“Well?” 


“Fine.” | better not regret this, | didn’t add. “It’s a little weird-or it isn't, 
| don’t know what the fuck your standards for ‘weird’ are and 
probably don’t want to-but as far as ‘kinks’ go, | guess I’d say... 
consensual possession? And/or fusion, | guess. It doesn’t have to be 
a sexual situation; two people willingly sharing the same body means 
trusting each other enough-” 


That was as far as | got before Zero broke her promise and burst into 
a wheezing teakettle titter that quickly grew into uproarious, 
uncontrollable cackling. “Fucking hell,” she choked out, “you have a 
trust and intimacy fetish you pure, sweet little thing 
ahahahahahahaha-ack!” 


It was anyone’s guess which of us was more shocked that | had- 
without any conscious thought-thrown my drink into her face. 


For a long moment, neither of us spoke. 
“Oh god,” | said. “I didn’t-sorry-| mean-fuck!” 


My mangled apology made Zero start laughing all over again; her 
mouth was moving like she wanted to say something, but she 
couldn't form words for laughing too hard. Every time she was on the 
verge of recovering her senses, she saw me and went right back to 
convulsing with laughter, clutching her stomach and barely managing 
to stay upright. 


| stormed off to the sound of the flimsy red cup bouncing off her 
head. 
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Chapter 92: Stable Equilibrium 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 92: Stable Equilibrium 


A knock on the door the following morning pulled me away from 
where | was just starting to make myself breakfast. | turned the stove 
all the way down so the oil wouldn't burn, then hurried over to the 
door to see who’d come calling. 


“Hey, Zero! Come on in. I’m just making breakfast, if you’re hungry.” 
She blinked at me. “What, just like that?” 

“What-oh. Right.” | cleared my throat. “I’m sorry-” 

“What?” Zero yelled. “Why are you apologizing to me?” 

“| threw my drink at you-” 


“Yeah, because | promised | wasn’t going to make fun of you and 
then laughed in your face! | came here to apologize to you!” 


“Don’t worry about it. ‘l promise I’m not going to laugh’ is a terrible 
promise to make, anyway, since you don’t need to make it unless 
something’s funny. I’m the one who should be-” 


She waved her hands and interrupted, “No, no, that was a totally 
fucking fair reaction, and it’s not like you damaged any of my shit. | 
magicked it all off the moment | stopped laughing.” 


“I'll take that as ‘apology accepted’.” | pointed a thumb over my 
shoulder and added, “I’m gonna get back to cooking, if you want to 
come in.” 


“What’cha making?” 
“| call ita Florentine omelet patty sandwich.” 
“A what.” 


“Florentine omelet patty sandwich.” | headed back to the stove and 
turned the heat back up, then waved my hand over the pan to judge 
the heat. Feels about right. “It’s a three-egg spinach, onion, and 
cheese omelet, folded up so it fits between two pieces of toast and 
eaten like a sandwich. Want one?” 


Zero looked over the ingredients I’d set out with obvious skepticism. 
“Spinach?” 


“| can leave the spinach out.” 

“No, I’m fine with spinach, it’s how you pronounce it. Spin-nidge.” 
“Spinach,” | repeated. “How do you pronounce it, then?” 
“Spi-nuhch, like it’s spelled.” 

“Fine. Would you like a spi-nuhch and onion omelet sandwich?” 
She hesitated, but ultimately decided, “Sure, why not?” 


“Right then.” | added two large handfuls of spinach to the pan. “So, 
how’re you doing?” 


“Fine.” 
“Just ‘fine’?” 


“Well, that’s the polite answer. | don’t mind talking about my sex life if 
you want to hear it-” 


“Nope, I’m good, thanks.” 


| started cracking the first set of three eggs into a mixing bowl, 
frowning as | struggled to apply just the right amount of force. “How 
much salt and pepper do you like with your eggs?” 

“Just do whatever you do for yourself.” 

“Sure.” | seasoned the eggs, then began to whisk them into 
something approaching a homogeneous mixture, occasionally taking 
time to stir the spinach as it continued to cook down, all while Zero 
watched from her slouch against the half-wall dividing the kitchen 
and living room. 

“SO,” she said, “this is you cooking, huh?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Where'd you find this recipe?” 

“Trial and error.” 


“What were you trying to make, then?” 


Her quip got a single chuckle out of me. “That’s not what | meant and 
you know it.” 


“You were the one who said ‘error’.” 
“It'S an idiom.” 
“You're an idiom.” 


The only appropriate response to that was to roll my eyes, so that’s 
what | did. 


“Well, then, take me through it,” she said. “Give me the life story of 
your recipe, Cass.” 


“Life story?” 


“You know, the two thousand words everyone scrolls past to get to 
the actual recipe.” 


“It’s not a long story,” | said as | transferred the spinach from the pan 
to a mesh strainer sitting in a bowl. “I wanted to make an eggs-over- 
easy breakfast sandwich, but | was having a lot of trouble flipping the 
eggs. | tried scrambling them instead, but scrambled eggs wouldn't 
stay in the sandwich, so | made an omelet instead, and once | was 
making an omelet anyway, it made sense to start adding things.” 


| grabbed the bag of onions-chopped, frozen-and poured in about 
twice as much as I'd usually use to the now-empty pan. “Eventually | 
ended up with this.” 


“Huh.” Zero looked slightly less skeptical of my cooking prowess 
now. | hoped. 


“Stuff like spin-nidge,” she mused. “What accent /s that? British?” 
“| don’t know. Maybe? | never noticed a difference.” 
“Fair nuff. What kind of cheese do you use?” 


“Cheddar and havarti.” | waved my hand at the packets of cheese to 
illustrate my choices. “Less out of careful deliberation and more 
because that’s what was in the fridge while | was experimenting, and 
it came out pretty well.” 


“Spoken like a true innovator.” 
“Because nothing says ‘innovation’ like using whatever’s to hand?” 
“Exactly.” 


| smiled to myself as | continued to work, alternating between stirring 
the onions and massaging excess liquid out of the spinach-l’d used 
too much cooking oil. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was a 
little weird having someone hovering behind you and not saying 
anything. 


“Do you cook at all?” | asked. 


“Not if | can help it. ’'d much rather order off a menu, thank-you-very- 
much.” 


“Yeah, | get that.” 

“You seem to be enjoying yourself,” Zero said. 

“I'd say | like the results more than the process.” 
“You jumped at the chance to make me something.” 


“Not because | enjoy cooking, though,” | said, waggling the spatula 
at her. “I just like showing off.” 


“Well, aren’t you confident.” 

“| think of it as pride, personally.” 

The onions were beginning to brown, so | dropped the drained 
spinach back into the pan and stirred the vegetables together before 
pouring the mixture back into the strainer. 

“Now you cook the eggs?” 

“Yup.” | gave the eggs one more whisking for good measure, then 
poured them onto the pan. “Cooking the vegetables would go faster 
if | had a second pan. | could do the spinach and onions in parallel.” 


“Why not just cook ’em in the same pan?” 


“All the water in the spinach stops the onions from browning.” | put 
two slices of bread into the toaster, but didn’t turn it on just yet. 


“Huh. Why do you only have one pan, then?” 


“Neither of us was planning to do much cooking-but enough about 
us. What's it like when you’re being all ‘Immortal’ outside the material 


plane?” 


“Eh. It’s kinda... foggy? Like, you’re getting farther away from 
physical reality, but you're not really getting closer to anything else, 
so shit just sort of becomes gradually more indistinct the farther you 


go.” 
“That sounds kind of...” 


“Boring?” she said. “Yeah, it is. | guess that’s why Immortals spend 
so much time fucking with humans.” 


“In both senses of the word?” 
“Obviously.” 


| cracked three more eggs into the bowl I’d used before and 
seasoned them the same way. “How do your rules work, anyway?” 


“What’d’ya mean?” 


“| mean, are you required to obey all the same rules as the other 
Immortals, or can you use Jumpchain bullshit to get away with stuff?” 


“| can probably get away with an awful lot because of my perks, but | 
don’t want to push it too much.” 


“Yeah, | wouldn't either. Better safe than sorry.” The eggs were 
cooking nicely, so | started the toaster, then put a slice of havarti into 
the center of the egg sheet, poured half the vegetables onto it, and 
put a slice of cheddar over them. Then | carefully folded two sides of 
the omelet onto the center like | was insufficiently committed to 
making a burrito. 


“What’re you doing?” Zero asked. 
“Putting the ‘patty’ in ‘Florentine omelet patty sandwich. Watch.” | 


then folded the other two sides over the center, covering the cheese 
entirely except for a tiny spot where the egg didn’t quite overlap. 


“See? And now...” | grabbed another spatula and used the pair to 
carefully flip the square omelet onto its face. 


“And that fits nicely between two slices of bread?” 
“More or less. It'll be done when the toast pops.” 
“Nifty.” 


Thirty seconds later, the toaster dinged, and | slid the omelet patty 
off the pan and onto the toast before dumping the bowl of eggs for 
my own omelet into the skillet. The finishing touch was slicing the 
sandwich in half diagonally to help it cool, though | had a feeling 
Zero had a perk for that, too. 


| presented the plate. “Here you go.” 


“Thanks.” She took the plate, then picked up one of the sandwich 
halves and gave it a thorough visual inspection. “Looks good.” 


“No need to sound surprised about it,” | joked, already putting two 
more slices of bread into the toaster. “So, are you going to try it or 
what?” 


“All right, all right.” Zero bit the sandwich she was holding in half with 
one chomp. “Wow, this is actually pretty good.” 


“Ouch.” 


She had to smirk with her eyes because her mouth was busy. “That’s 
not what | meant and you know it.” 


“Isn't it? I’m never going to make anything half as well as the 
Warehouse can.” 


“No shame losing to a cheater, darling.” Zero-improbably-shoved the 
rest of the sandwich into her mouth literally as she spoke, having 
only barely swallowed the first half. 


“You know,” | said, the thought having just occurred to me, “I just 
realized what’s up with you and talking with your mouth full.” 


“Wazzat?” 


“It’s like when an animated character’s been drawn eating 
something, but their voice actor isn’t even trying to fake it.” 


| was lucky Zero’s ‘talking with your mouth full’ perk extended to 
laughing or she’d have sprayed egg all over the kitchen. 


“Well, your pronunciation of spinach is your voice actress letting her 
accent slip!” 


In contrast to the holiday rush, the sudden lack of customers in the 
shop itself was a shock-and more than a bit of a drag, since it left me 
twiddling my thumbs all day. It was easy to hide a novel or sudoku 
book under the counter, so | wasn’t bored to tears-though | might 
well have been if I’d retained whatever attention-deficit-adjacent 
disorder I’d once had-but it wasn’t pleasant, either. 


If not for the bell above the door, one customer or another might 
have caught me asleep on my feet from sheer boredom. 


The evenings were better spent. Homura and | passed the hours 
after closing simply ‘being together’ in a way we hadn’t even in Bet, 
back when she’d first condescended to act as my sister. It was a 
simple, fond togetherness, whether we were doing things together, 
or simply being together as we did separate things: TV, board 
games, Wii games, reading, jigsaw puzzles, or simply talking about 
whatever had caught our interest that day. 


As I'd feared, Homura brought out the Go board one evening and 
started trying to teach me how to play. The rules were simple 
enough, but getting me to understand how to apply them in any sort 


of strategic sense went about as well as trying to explain calculus to 
a Cat. 


“Perhaps this simply isn’t meant to be,” she said after a week of 
trying and failing to impart to me the intricacies of the game. 


“| Suppose you could wait until you have access to your training 
perks...” 


“| have ‘access’ to them, I’ve simply turned them off.” 
“Why?” 

“Because | wanted to teach you without them.” 

| raised an eyebrow. 


“Because | wanted it to be something we’d done together,” Homura 
said. “Not something perks did for us.” 


“Oh.” 


“Perhaps this has been a useful demonstration of the need to 
practice teaching without them.” 


“You taught me how to bake just fine.” 


“Teaching someone how to follow directions is a lot different from 
teaching her how to analyze a problem.” 


“Ah,” | said. “I Suppose it is.” 


We gave up on Go for a while, but her disappointment after that last 
lesson left me feeling like I'd failed her. That was why, to her 
surprise, | brought the Go board out myself a couple weeks later. 


“| thought you didn’t like Go,” she said. 


“| didn’t like baking, either.” 


“You said you’d never baked before... ah.” 


“Exactly. And now’”-! picked up the book I’d borrowed from the 
Library the previous week and held it out for her to see-“I have this!” 


Homura blinked at The Beginner’s Guide to Go. 
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The world kept turning, and the seasons turned with it. Snow 
changed to rain, trees bloomed with new growth, and the birds 
began to sing. 


Alas, listening to birdsong was a very different experience when you 
understood the lyrics. 


‘) Fuck off! This is my place! > 
+) Mine, assholes! Not yours! 1 
1) So stay away! Unless you’re hot and down to fuck- 5 


l’d Known birdsong was used for territory marking and courtship, but 
I'd expected something a little less... direct. 
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| ran into Paul at the local deli one weekend in April, and we got to 
talking. 


The deli down the street from Home Sweet Home was a hole-in-the- 
wall place named Deli Stop & Go, which-as the name implied-offered 
a variety of sandwiches, soups, wraps, and cold cuts to-go. It was 
too small a shop to offer seating, long and narrow where it had been 
crammed in between two existing buildings, and probably broke 
some sort of business occupancy regulation every lunch hour. 
Despite that, the space still managed to feel hollow and empty; 
probably because the walls were painted plain white, the floor tiled 


plain white, and the ceiling five feet higher than necessary... and 
white. If anyone had ever tried to decorate the place, they’d failed. 


Luckily for the owners of Deli Stop & Go, the food was good enough 
that no one cared about the decor. 


“It’s pretty crazy you already own your own business, you know?” 
Paul commented as we waited for our orders crammed against the 
wall by the line of customers still waiting to be helped. “I mean, 
you’re about my age, right?” 


“| think I’m a little older than you,” | said, “but yeah, we’re lucky.” 
“’m twenty-eight.” 
“Oh, then yeah, we’re the same age.” 


Paul nodded at the confirmation. He was a heavy-built man of 
medium height, his shaggy brown hair and beard trimmed enough to 
be presentable and little more. It wasn’t a bad look-aesthetically 
unkempt rather than actually unkempt-but the beard in particular 
added to what was already a bit of baby-face; I'd have guessed he 
was twenty-two. 


Or maybe | was just still terrible at guessing peoples’ ages. 


“Lucky,” he mused. “I don’t want to be a waiter my whole life, you 
know? | mean, it’s all right for some people, but | want to do more.” 


“Like what?” 
“Don’t laugh, but... | kinda want to be a writer.” 
“Why would | laugh at that?” | asked. “That’s a fine career.” 


Paul scoffed. “Usually | hear, ‘Oh, everyone wants to be a writer,’ or 
something like that.” 


“Well, yeah, | guess ‘wanting’ to be a writer and ‘trying’ to be a writer 
are pretty different,” | admitted. “Uh, are you trying? Or just, you 
know, wanting?” 

“’m trying! Writing is hard, you know!” 

“| know! Believe me, | know.” 


“You've tried?” 


“Yeah, | have. Didn’t go anywhere.” | shrugged and moved on. “Are 
you writing fiction, or...” 


“Fiction, yeah. A novel, hopefully.” 

“Nice. That’s awesome, dude.” 

“Dude?” 

“| grew up in California. Sue me.” 

His sandwich order preempted his response. “Paul!” the guy behind 
the counter called across the tiny shop. “Number six for Paul!” Paul 
headed up to the counter and got his paper-wrapped lunch, then 
doubled back to me rather than head out. 


“Not in a rush?” | quipped. 


“Not so much that | can’t keep you company for a few minutes,” he 
answered. “What were we talking about?” 


“Your book-in-progress. How much have you got?” 

“Uh, let’s see...” Paul rubbed his beard. “Probably... I’m gonna say 
eighty percent of my first draft? A bunch of parts are still just 
summaries of what’s supposed to happen, but the structure’s all 
there.” 


“How long is the current draft? Not counting the summaries, | mean.” 


“A little under sixty thousand words. Err, that’s with the summaries. 
The finished book is probably going to be... | don’t know. Around 
seventy? Probably not more than seventy-five.” 


“Good length,” | said. “What’s the pitch?” 

“It’s, uh...” His jaw worked for a few seconds as he considered how 
to present it. “It’s sort of a post-apocalypse adventure story with a 
fantasy bent to it? Like, there’s supernatural stuff going on, but it’s 
more just ‘weird shit’ and not, like, wizards and witches kind of 
fantasy.” 

“Who’s the protagonist and what’re they trying to do?” 


“He’s a guy who’s trying to take care of his blind sister while also 
trying to get revenge on the people who killed their parents.” 


“So it’s a low-fantasy-punk post-apocalypse revenge-plot adventure 
novel,” | summarized. “Do you have a title yet?” 


“No, not yet.” 
“Yeah, titles are hard.” 


My name came up, and Paul joined me as | collected my order and 
headed out the door. 


“Well... see you around,” | said, not knowing where he was off to. 
“Yeah. Nice talking to you.” He turned to leave, then turned back. 
“Say, uh...” He hesitated, squirming like a teenager trying to ask 
someone to prom. “I don’t suppose you'd like to, uh, read it? | mean, 
eventually, ’cause it’s not quite ready-” 

“I'd love to.” 


Paul didn’t hide his surprise. “Really?” 


“Sure. Are you looking for feedback, or...?” 


“Yes, please! | want to send this out to publishers, so the more 
feedback, the better. And be harsh, please!” 


“Well, Keep in mind I’m just some random reader and not, like, a 
expert critic.” 


“Still! It's really hard to get people to read your work at all. I’m really 
grateful you’d make time for it, especially if you’re willing to offer 
critique.” 


“’m not just willing,” | told him. “I look forward to it.” 
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My new friends visited me directly, as well. 

“Heya, Roxy,” | said as the woman in question-a petite, sassy 
twenty-nothing a full head shorter than myself-walked into the shop 
twenty minutes before closing. “Visiting or shopping?” 

“Visiting,” she said. “Less you’ve got free stuff for a friend?” 
“Samples are always free.” 

“Oh, | really shouldn't.” Ignoring her own words, Roxanne selected 
one of the cookie bits and stuck it into her mouth with an mmm of 
pleasure. “What’d’ya do with all the stuff that doesn’t sell?” 

“The things that can keep for a day get another shot. The rest gets 
thrown out, though between you and me, | help myself to the stuff | 
like.” 

“Oho? What is your secret, girl?” 

“Good genes and cardio-but it’s not that impressive. It’s not like I’m 
wolfing all of this”-| gestured to the remnants of the day’s 


pastries-“down every day. | generally stick to the sample tray, which 
is one or two items’ worth at most.” 


“Yeah, sure, no big deal.” Roxy tossed the toothpick from the sample 
into the tin reserved for just such a purpose and popped a lean 
against the display case. “Meanwhile, I’m gonna have my coffee 
black for a week to make up for one little sample. You check the 
nutrition facts on your website?” 

“| put them there.” 


“Pfft,” she tittered. “Show off. How are you, anyway? You pull ten 
hour shifts every day. When do you relax?” 


“In the evenings and Sundays.” 

“When do you sleep?” 

“Well, something’s gotta give.” 

We shared a laugh. 

“What is there to even do around town, anyway?” | asked. 

“Do?” Roxy laughed again. “The Strawfield night-life is ‘driving to 
Apoapolis’. This town is dead-! mean, it’s a lovely place, but if you 
want to do stuff, you’re outta luck.” 

“Good place to raise a family, though?” 

“Must be. You see all the lil’ kids on Halloween?” 

“Yeah, | did. You grow up here?” 

“Nah, | grew up in Apoapolis proper. Moved here ’cause it’s only forty 
minutes to Loamhill-the community college?-and rent is cheap. Well, 
cheaper than a similar place in the city, anyway.” 


“The apartment block near the freeway?” | guessed. 


“Yup.” 


“How’s the noise?” 


“Worth the money | save on rent. If traffic’s bad, | close the window 
and turn my music up.” 


“I’m sure the neighbors love that.” 


Roxy laughed at that, too. “Headphones, babe. What about you? 
You live upstairs, right?” 


“Yeah.” 
“What a commute, huh?” 
“Killer.” 
“| bet.” 


The bell above the door chimed as Lewis walked in. I’d previously 
described Paul as ‘aesthetically unkempt rather than actually 
unkempt’; Lewis, unfortunately for the man in question, was actually 
unkempt. He looked a little older than Paul-which would put him in 
his mid twenties if my guess at Paul’s age hadn't proven badly off- 
base-with blotchy skin, soap-damaged brown hair, and a perennially 
wrinkled wardrobe. He was a nice enough guy, all told, and even a 
clean enough one, but still one who fell short when it came to taking 
care of his appearance. 


“Hey, Cass,” he called. “Hey, Roxy.” 
“Hey, Lewis,” we called back. “Sample?” | added. 


“Don’t mind if | do.” He took a chunk of apple tart. “You on your way 
to work, Roxy?” 


“Yeah. You?” 


“Just got off.” 


“Nice.” 


Lewis looked my way. “Can't believe you run the store yourself all 
day. You don’t have the margin to hire some help?” 


| shrugged. “We're considering it.” 
“She’s crazy,” he told Roxy. 
“Coocoo,” Roxy agreed. 


“All right,” | grumbled. “Out you go, you two. You’re scaring the 
customers away.” 


“What customers?” Lewis quipped as he grabbed the other tart 
sample. 


“Exactly.” 
“Touche.” 


| pushed the picked-over sample tray towards him, and he moved on 
to the puff pastries. 


“| need to get to work, anyway,” Roxy said. “Ta-ta.” 
“Sample before you go?” 
“Don’t tempt me.” 


We called goodbye as she headed out the door, leaving Lewis and | 
in the shop. 


“Don’t stare at her ass,” | chided him. 
“| wasn't staring.” 


“Don’t ogle her ass, then.” 


“| was admiring it, you harpy.” 
| pulled the sample tray back. “Right, out you go.” 
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Homura and | had been considering hiring help, and by the end of 
spring, we’d done so. Rosie, a young redhead straight out of the 
local high school, took a part-time job working the register in the 
afternoon; a willowy guy named George began doing the morning 
deliveries; and another two men named Albert-who’d look more at 
home lumberjacking in a forest than serving in a bakery-and Ron- 
who looked exactly like the sort of person who'd work in a bakery, 
but in fact spent his weekdays doing IT for the local school district- 
split the Saturday shift. 


With the extra help, | was now working a normal forty-hour work 
week: seven to three, five days a week. (At least, unless one of our 
three new employees called in sick.) I’d told myself that having half 
again as many waking hours in the day made up for working half as 
many hours as a normal full-time job, and maybe it had, but | didn’t 
exactly enjoy my job. | enjoyed the principle of having a job-a job that 
registered as ‘real’ to my ingrained definition of the term, as opposed 
to the crazy things I’d gotten up to in other worlds-and what | had 
come to suspect was superhuman tolerance for boredom meant it 
wasn’t unpleasant, but neither was it enjoyable. 


“Took you long enough,” Lizzie informed me sagely when | ran into 
her in the laundromat a couple weekends later. “You must’ve been 
working yourself half to death. You were doing what, sixty hours a 

week?” 


“About that.” 
“Nuts.” 


“It was manageable.” | finished loading the washer and started the 
cycle. 


“Yeah, | doubt that.” 


| scoffed as | settled onto the bench beside her to watch the clothes 
go round. The washers locked, so | could’ve left the load 
unattended, but I’d have to head back here in half an hour anyway. 
“Manageable, yes. Fun? No.” 


The Strawfield Laundromat-that was the business’s actual full name- 
was pretty much what | expected from a laundromat. It was not an 
attractive place, visually: the building was old, the exterior paint 
peeling, and the full-window storefront showed off the lackluster 
interior decor from the moment you pulled into the parking lot. The 
ceiling tiles were sagging, the floor dead-grass-colored linoleum, and 
the walls an unpleasantly faded shade of once-pastel pink bathroom 
tile amidst an even more unpleasant shade of discolored grout. The 
machines-arranged into two aisles of a dozen washing machines 
facing a dozen dryers-weren’t much to write home about either, as 
they’d likely new when the building went up sixty years ago. 


On the upside, it was close and very affordable; the un-altered coin- 
op machines still cost only a quarter per load. The benches-old 
sofas, actually-were reasonably comfortable as well, though just as 
ugly as the rest of the building. 


“SO,” Lizzie began, “I hear you hired Al.” 
“Albert? You know him?” 


“Yeah, ‘course. He still picks up shifts at Don’s.” She chuckled and 
added, “Won’t shut up about how cushy the job at your place is, 
though. You pay pretty well, and the benefits are better than most 
places to boot.” 


“Yeah, well, we do pretty well.” For one thing, our expenses were far 
lower than they should be; Homura did the work of ten people and- 
judging from the books | helped keep-had a perk that reduced 
ingredient costs by an order of magnitude as well. “You just out and 
compare wages, huh?” 


Lizzie held a fist to the sky. “Not talking about wages is a con 
perpetrated by assholes in management to discourage organization! 
Uh, no offense.” 


“Am | really ‘management’ now? | still work the register forty hours a 
week.” 


“Hmm. Gray area.” She rubbed her chin for a moment. “Well, you're 
cool, so I’m gonna say no.” 


“So | can still come to the New Year’s Eve party?” 
“Of course! Don't be silly, Cass. I’d never turn away your pies.” 
“So I’m only welcome because | bring pies?” 


“We’re a mercenary bunch, Cass,” Lizzie quipped. “I thought you’d 
know that by now, being management and all.” 


| rolled my eyes and nudged her with an elbow. 


“Say, speaking of the party,” | said. “| guess Al’s already invited, but 
what about the others? Can | bring them along, too?” 


“Sure! Invite the whole store. That's the point of the party anyway.” 
“Cool. I'll pass that on.” 
“Great.” 


Lizzie took a newspaper out of her purse and started reading; | took 
out my smartphone and did much the same. 


“Okay,” she said a few minutes later. “You don’t have to answer, but | 
gotta ask. If you’re paying that well, how much are you making?” 


“The same.” 


“The same?” 


“Yeah,” | said. “I mean, per hour. | work five days to his one, but the 
wage is the same. Equal work, equal pay, right?” 


“You're running a Co-op.” 


“Not exactly? It’s more of a profit-share, | think, since they don’t get 
equal decision power.” 


“But you pay out all the profit to your employees?” Lizzie asked. 
“Wonderfully anticapitalist of you.” 


“Some of the profit goes into the business account as savings 
against future expenses, but mostly yes.” 


“That explains why Al’s so happy. What about your sister? She does 
all the baking, right?” 


“Well, baking is a bit more skill-intensive than running the register...” 
| hedged. 


“Ten times as much?” 
“No! Half again as much.” 


“She’s selling herself short. I’ve tasted her baking; ten times seems 
fair to me.” 


“That would wreck everyone else’s paycheck. She works as many 
hours as the rest of us put together.” 


“Still?” 


“She insists on doing all the baking herself. Won’t hear a word 
otherwise.” 


Lizzie muttered, “Crazy bakers,” just loudly enough to be sure | 
heard. 


“Makes me wish | bothered applying,” she added at normal volume. 
“| thought, nah, I’d rather get tips on big-budget meals than tips on 
cookies. Sure painted an L on my forehead.” 

“You working at Raymond’s or something now?” 

“Hmm? No, I’m still at Don’s.” 

“Is Don’s that expensive?” | asked. 

“It is if you order the good steaks.” 


“Ah.” 


We went back to our respective news sources for a few minutes. Oh, 
look at that, Moperville’s in the ‘Weird News’ section again. 


“You were making the same when you were working sixty hours a 
week, huh?” Lizzie asked. 


“Roughly. Why?” 
“Nice phone.” 


“Ah.” | grinned. “Yeah, well, that’s what working yourself half to death 
will get you, | guess.” 


“Personally, | would’ve bought a car.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with my van.” The silly thing had really grown 
on me, and George only needed it for couple hours each morning. 
“Besides, most of the places | go are in walking distance anyway.” 


Lizzie sent a pointed look out the glass window at the van in 
question. 


“Even this is technically ‘walking distance,” | said. “But it’s not like I’m 
gonna walk three blocks carrying a bunch of laundry baskets.” 


“Seems kinda suspect to haul your dirty laundry in the same van you 
use to distribute food.” 


“| don’t put the laundry in the cooler! It rides shotgun with me.” 


Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Fine, keep the van. You could’ve bought a 
washing machine instead.” 


“No place to put it.” 

“Oh, right. You live above the store, right?” 

“Yeah,” | confirmed. “We could run plumbing for one downstairs 
easily enough, but it seems kinda weird to keep a house appliance in 


the ‘store’ section.” 


“Put it in the break room, let your employees use it, and call it a job 
perk.” 


“That's actually tempting.” 
Lizzie grinned. 


“... right up until | imagine the embarrassment of leaving a pair of 
panties behind by accident,” | finished. 


“More embarrassing than losing a pair here?” 


“At least anyone who finds a lost pair of panties here isn’t going to 
have to look me in the eyes the next day at work!” 
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Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 93: Summer Break 


School ended for the year in early June, which | mostly noticed 
because teenage foot traffic past the shop went from a 7:30 am thing 
to an all-day thing. Nothing in my life revolved around the school 
year, SO my Summer wasn’t much different from my winter or spring, 
including continued baking practice after hours. | hadn’t branched 
out from cookies yet, and some of the new recipes turned out poorly, 
but it was a good ‘sisterly’ activity no matter how well | did. Board 
games and the Wii were nice, but | knew full well that | was more 
invested in those hobbies than Homura was; even Go was 
something of a compromise. Baking was the opposite: something 
she really cared about, which made it fun in and of itself. 


On second thought, ‘practice’ may have been overstating things; | 
was participating more for its own sake than trying to improve my 
skills. That didn’t mean | wasn’t having learning or fun, of course, 
and it was also a good time to talk as long as neither of us were 
using any of the noisier equipment. 


“Have you been experimenting with your shape-shifting much?” 
Homura asked as she measured out cake flour. She was actually 
using a scale this time, rather than eyeballing it the way she had with 
the Christmas cookies. Different tolerances for different recipes, or 
just in less of a rush? | could’ve asked, but | was busy worrying 
about my project. 


“Not really.” | was currently making a mess on the other side of the 
island, trying out a chocolate chip peanut butter cookie recipe. “I 


went through all my Alt-Forms not long after we got here, so | have 
the full ‘catalog’, but | haven’t experimented with it much.” 


“Why not?” 


“| just haven't put in the time. Shape-shifting was my dream 
superpower, but all this crazy wish-fulfillment... craziness already 
took care of the main reasons I|’d wanted it.” 


Homura let out a timid, “Oh.” 


“That’s not a bad thing!” | clarified. “It’s just, well, more of a good 
thing than | strictly need. And I’ve played with it a /ittle. It’s cool being 
able to use the RPG-form without the, uh, excessiveness.” To put it 
lightly. “Really, ’'m more interested in training up my local magic to 
the point I'll start earning spells.” 


“Flexing your shape-shifting might help with that.” 


“Really?” | leveled the cup of white sugar and transferred it to a bowl, 
then began packing another measuring cup with brown sugar. “I 
thought | had to not use that sort of magic. That’s what that power 
dampening thing Max gave me was for, right?” 


“That is true. However, using that magic for its own purpose might 
help you not use it when you’re ‘training’, even with the dampener in 
place.” 


“Ah.” 

“Besides,” she continued, “you’re only holding back out of some 
misguided sense that doing so would be ‘giving into temptation’, 
despite there being no logical reason to abstain from the activity.” 
Am |? 


“Lam not!” 


Oh hell, | totally am. 


“You didn’t accept my suggestion that we use your Form-Copy ability 
on my other alt-forms,” Homura reminded me, “even though it could 
offset the diminishing returns you’ve been seeing in your magic 
training lately.” 


“You said it wouldn't.” 


“| said that it might not, but magic likes drama, and copying the same 
thing over and over again is the opposite of dramatic.” She removed 
the bowl of flour from the scale and replaced it with an empty bowl, 
which she began filling with sugar. “The fact that you didn’t bother to 
check makes me believe you are avoiding things.” 


“Not pursuing something isn’t the same as avoiding it.” 

Homura didn’t even dignify my excuse with a huff. 

“lll think about it,” | whined. “We’ve only just passed the one year 
mark, so it’s not like | don’t have plenty of time to get bored of all my 
mundane activities. Do | measure peanut butter with a dry measure 
or a liquid measure?” | waved a jar of peanut butter for emphasis. 
“It’s not liquid, but it’s not solid, either; it’s kinda gooey.” 


“Which measuring cup do you think is easier to get the peanut butter 
out of?” 


“Uh... liquid?” 
“Really?” 


| picked up the Pyrex measuring cup I’d grabbed and looked at it, 
turning it over in my hands. “That’s what my intuition says.” 


“I’m afraid your intuition is wrong. You can’t pour peanut butter.” 
“Oh.” 


“It’s easier to get something ‘gooey’ out of a squat cylinder with low 
sides. You'd need a spatula either way.” 


“If you Say So.” 
Drawer two provided a metal dry-measure cup. 


“This is why | hate the Socratic Method,” | grumbled. “Guessing 
wrong just wastes everyone’s time.” 


“Then one should endeavor to guess right.” 


| rolled my eyes and began spooning peanut butter into the 
measuring cup with a spatula. 


“What about you?” | asked. “Are you still having fun baking?” 
“Why wouldn't | be?” 


“| don’t know. | enjoy doing it every so often as a hobby, but | don’t 
think I'd like it as a job.” 


“| think | like it more, actually,” Homura said. “Making things is nice 
for its own sake, but there’s something special about making things 
for other people.” 


“Yeah, | know what you mean. Do you bake for people in the 
Warehouse, as well?” 


She shook her head. “Anyone who wants dessert gets it from the 
Palace, and even the biggest eaters would get tired of my baking if | 
tried to feed them the volume I’m making now.” 


“I’ve never actually tried the Palace’s desserts, but I'll grant you the 
latter.” 


“They’re very close to what | make here.” 
“Very close, huh?” | joked. “Very confident of you.” 


“’m speaking literally. The restaurant uses my baking as its basis for 
pastry.” 


“Really? Why’s-ah, damn it, the butter got too soft while | was 
measuring the rest of the ingredients.” 


“It's not a huge problem if the butter is slightly softer than you want, 
as long as it hasn’t melted.” 


“ll hold you to that.” | brought the butter and sugar over to one of the 
mixers and set about fitting the paddle attachment into the socket. 
“Why are you the model pastry chef?” 


“Because of how we earned the restaurant.” 
“Oh.” 


| dropped the butter into the bowl and cranked it into position, but 
didn’t turn the mixer on just yet. “You know, | never stopped to ask 
where all the upgrades to the Warehouse came from.” 


“A lot of them are from Gauntlets. One of them tasked us with 
earning three Michelin Stars in a set amount of time, and the prize 
for succeeding was a copy of our own restaurant.” 


“Sounds like a pretty easy challenge if you’re serving food that 
good.” 


“The food you're used to is far better than what we were serving at 
the time,” Homura explained. “A lot of crafting perks are general 
enough to improve cooking as well as whatever they were intended 
to work on, and with all those effects, the food you get there is 
beyond perfect in every way, from the basic ingredients to the 
finishing touches on the final product. The Gauntlets removed those 
bonuses.” 


“Ah. Right.” 


“| don’t have as many crafting perks as some people, but | could still 
produce better food than what we’re selling. The problem would be 
that they would be too good.” 


“Like, ‘suspicious levels of good’ or ‘mind-destroying levels of 
good’?” 


“| meant the former, though | might be able to manage the latter.” 
She shrugged. “But there’s a more important reason to hold back.” 


“Yes?” 


Homura set her project aside to face me directly, hands on her hips. 
“There’s no satisfaction in being able to fiat a cake into existence by 
throwing milk, sugar, wheat, and an egg onto the counter, and 
there’s just as little satisfaction to be had in making a great cake 
without any of the work or care required to achieve that quality.” 


Made sense to me. “I imagine that’s not an uncommon opinion.” 


She nodded, her face set. “It is not. Some people don’t care, but 
many of us who took the time to learn a craft the hard way take too 
much pride in our work to abuse perks unless we really need them, 
either for the quality, quantity, or haste.” 


“You mentioned not boosting the quality of the food, so what about 
quantity?” 


“| may be cheating a little on quantity.” There was just a touch of 
smug about that statement. 


“| don’t think it’s cheating to make sure there’s enough to go around.” 


Homura smiled and shook her head. “I suppose that is one way to 
think of it.” 


| turned to start the mixer, then turned back with another question. 
“You needed to get three stars, but you only have two?” 


“| have two stars personally,” she clarified. “The restaurant earned 
three.” 


“Ah. Going for three for yourself this Jump?” 
“| wouldn't mind, but it’s not of particular concern.” 


“Cool. No pressure.” | almost turned the mixer on again, but | still 
had questions. “That explains the restaurant, but what about the 
hotel? | mean, the rest of it? Where did that come from?” 


“That’s slightly more complicated because there are multiple Jumps 
involved. Max earned the ‘hotel chain’ wealth-import item from 
Monopoly-” 

“There’s a Monopoly Jump.” 


“A Monopoly Gauntlet, to be precise,” Homura said. “And it involves 
playing the board game, not the real estate market.” 


“But you get to keep a real luxury hotel chain.” 


“And a quantity of land wealth based on how much of the board you 
control at the end. Max went for one hundred percent completion.” 


“Of course he did,” | muttered. “This shop is part of that land wealth, 
isn’t it?” 


“Yes.” 
“And the ‘more complicated’ bit?” 


“That’s why Max owns the Traveler’s Palace chain,” she explained. 
“Most of the improvements that make it as amazing as it is come 
from work we put in during Hotel Tycoon, and getting one in the 
Warehouse was a reward from the Generic Vacation Gauntlet.” 


“There is a Vacation Gauntlet,” | said, exasperation dripping from 
every word. “What the hell do you do in a Vacation Gauntlet?” 


“Relax without any of your perks.” 


“Oh, of course, how silly of me. Who thinks of these things?” 


Homura could damn well recognize a rhetorical question when she 
heard one, but she answered it anyway. “Management, obviously.” 


“Yes, obviously. Was it really just a vacation?” 


“Yes, albeit in the same way that the Traveler’s Palace in the 
Warehouse is ‘just’ a hotel.” 


“Wow.” That was saying a lot. “What did you survive to convince 
Management to give you a break?” 


“Amnesia: The Dark Descent.” 
“Ah aa 


Once it became clear neither of us had another topic to segue to, | 
turned on the mixer and poured the sugar in. The sound of the motor 
made further conversation difficult. 


The peanut butter cookies came out far too dry, and | crossed the 
recipe off the list as a failure. 


=22XS=XKS=X +--+ 


Paul sent me the first draft of his manuscript in May, though | didn’t 
start reading it until June. He’d expressed a desire to hear my 
feedback ‘directly’ rather than through email, so we met at the picnic 
tables outside the Strawfield Public Library. 


I'd more or less ignored the library thus far-the Warehouse’s Library 
offered an infinitely wider selection and had no overdraft fees to 
worry about-so this was my first real look at the place. It wasn’t an 
ugly building, per se, but it wasn’t exactly beautiful either: an old, 
utilitarian red-brick building, squat and sprawling. Being only a single 
Story, it was built wide, with a wing reaching ‘forward’ towards the 
street at either end to frame the large lawn that held the picnic 
tables. The layout reminded me oddly of Lego bricks in proportions- 


or rather, Lego plates, the thinner type of brick. The ratio of length to 
depth to height for the wings, and their ratio to the building itself, 
were about right for someone placing a pair of corner plates tip-to-tip 
to make half a hollow square, assuming you ignored the studs that 
would be sticking up from the top. 


Was it weird to look at a building and immediately think, “This is just 
the right shape to build in Lego”? Maybe, but | already knew | was 
weird. 


The lawn in front of the library was prettier than the library itself. The 
grass was vibrant and green, and large, flourishing trees provided 
shade for a collection of picnic tables that were much newer than the 
building behind them: all shiny green plastic that was, if not exactly 
comfortable, at least not going to give anyone splinters. It amused 
me how serious we’d managed to make this; | had a notepad I’d 
copied the gist of my reading notes onto, while Paul had brought 
what looked like an entire printed copy of the manuscript, held 
together with large binder clips, and three colors of pen. 


“Okay, So, first,” | began, “there are a /ot of things | like about your 
book-uh, do you have a title yet?” 


He sighed. “No.” 


“That's fine. So, good things. Uh, well, there are the obvious ones: 
the English is correct, the plot makes sense, et cetera. That all 
sounds like faint praise, but those are good things and | wanted to 
point them out because there are probably a hundred thousand 
amateur novelists who can’t even manage that much. 


“Then, uh, there are the things | like about this story. You did a good 
job implying a world rather than describing it-l mean, you conveyed 
all the important bits without needing to stop the plot for large 
amounts of exposition. That’s good. | liked the gaslamp fantasy- 
influenced desert punk. That’s cool. | liked the subversion you did 
with the twist-the whole ‘the villain’s shocking reveal that forces the 
protagonist to reevaluate everything’ trope is foreshadowed plainly 


enough that | was absolutely expecting it, so it was fun when the 
Man in Red’s whole story turned out to be a lie he made up to throw 
the protagonist off. That was great.” 


| stopped to give Paul a smile. He’d jotted down a couple things on 
the cover page of his manuscript, but mostly, he’d looked 
increasingly nervous as the praise went on. 


“You're probably just waiting for the ‘but’,” | said. “Well, uh, there are 
a bunch of things | didn’t like, but they all kind of come back to the 
same thing, which is that... okay, there’s no real gentle way to put 
this. Your writing is kind of... misogynistic?” 


That was clearly not what he’d expected to hear. | wasn’t sure if he 
was more surprised or insulted. 


“What?” Paul demanded. “Why? How’? How are you reading 
misogyny into this?” 


“Well, it’s subtle,” | began, “and to be clear, I’m not accusing you of 
being misogynistic-” 


“But my writing is?” 
it) Yes-” 
“How?” 


“Because of-look, how about | just get to the problems?” | flipped the 
first two pages of the notepad-labeled ‘the good’ and ‘the bad’-up to 
reveal the set of bullet points under ‘the ugly’. “Okay, first, the blind 
girl, Elspeth, contributes pretty much nothing to the plot except giving 
Alexander something to angst about every time he puts avenging his 
dead family ahead of caring for his living family-which isn’t a great 
look for him, either, but that’s its own issue.” | flipped back to ‘the 
bad’ just long enough to tap that bullet point with one finger. “The 
only times Elspeth’s presence actually affects his actions, it’s 
because she’s a load-she’s sick, she’s injured, she’s kidnapped, 


whatever. You could replace her with a goldfish and pretty much 
nothing would need to change, and that’s, uh, not a great sign? 


“Second, the female lead, Loraine, is... well, it seems like you were 
trying to write a ‘strong female character’ but weren't quite sure how. 
She’s described as being tough, smart, capable, et cetera, but not 
only does she barely demonstrate those things, she’s pretty much 
only in the narrative for the protagonist’s sake. Her character 
development is entirely based on Alexander doing or saying things 
rather than her doing or saying things. ‘Strong female character’ 
doesn’t mean they need to be /iterally ‘strong’, it means they have 
agency-that they have their own desires and can take action to get 
those things without relying on a male character to make it happen- 
and speaking of which, having a female character insist that she 
doesn’t want a man doesn’t count for anything if she ends up getting 
together with one in the end.” 


| glanced up from the notepad at Paul, who was scowling into the 
middle distance, then back down to the last major bullet point. 


“And lastly, the descriptions. Look, | get that you’ve seen published 
authors do this kind of thing and are trying to imitate it, but, uh... 
don’t? It’s not something you should be trying to emulate. It’s not 
something they should be doing in the first place. Even putting aside 
the over-sexualization and objectification of women in passages like 
that-which are not small issues and should honestly be enough 
reason to avoid that kind of thing-it’s just ridiculous. See, boobs 
are... they’re mostly fat. They don’t do much of anything ninety 
percent of the time, they’re just there, so if you’re using active verbs 
with them, you should probably reevaluate what’s going on in that 
scene. 


“In fact, unless the viewpoint character is directly interacting with 
them, you probably don’t need to mention them at all, and if you do, 
don’t try to be fancy. No flowery metaphors or anything, just... if you 
need to describe a girl’s rack-which, again, only necessary if it is 
directly relevant to the action-just use a nice, simple adjective. You 
don’t need to be artistic about it; | guarantee you, everyone who has 


a vested interest in tits can imagine a pair perfectly fine from just a 
few words.” 


| flipped the page up to check if I’d written anything on the next one 
and found that | had. “Oh, and while I’m complaining about 
descriptions, | want to specifically call out the ‘wandering 
swordswoman’ the cast runs into late in the second half of the story, 
who is, if | understood correctly, an albino woman carrying a ‘two- 
handed katana’-the word you’re looking for there is ‘odachi’, by the 
way-and wearing what sounds an awful lot like a black leather cat- 
suit and matching trenchcoat in a desert.” 


“| just thought it was a cool image,” Paul muttered. 


“I’m not saying you have to change it-it is kinda badass-but the way 
you describe it is... uh, not good.” 


He sighed and dropped his eyes to the manuscript, twisting his 
mouth back and forth behind his beard. “Okay,” Paul said at last. “I 
did ask you to be harsh.” 


“Sorry-” 


“No, it’s fine.” He didn’t sound like it was fine. “Anyway, descriptions 
aside, the story’s still misogynistic, uh, structurally?” 


“That’s... sort of correct? The problem is the male characters do the 
doing, while the women are just sort of... there? They’re more plot 
devices than people-Elspeth in particular, though Loraine isn’t that 
much better. The fact that her primary motivation for joining 
Alexander in going after the Man in Red is ‘a bad past breakup’ is a 
pretty bad take, too.” 


“That’s not-” He stopped and facepalmed. “Okay, maybe that’s 
technically not an incorrect description, but that’s not the whole story, 
either. | wanted to have more varied reasons for people wanting to 
deal with the guy than ‘dead family members’, okay?” 


“Okay, but why did you go straight to ‘romantic entanglement’ for the 
only other woman in the party?” 


"UNG" 


Paul went back to scowling, or perhaps glowering, for a few seconds 
as he failed to find an answer to that question. 


“Okay.” He picked up the red pen and clicked the point out. “How 
would you fix it, if it were up to you?” 


“That depends on which parts you think are important and which 
parts can be changed,” | replied, flipping back to the page labeled 
‘the bad’. “Like, you could completely remove Elspeth from the 
narrative and the plot would barely change.” 

“What if | want to fix her character, rather than delete it?” 

“Uh, well, that’s definitely the harder option. She doesn’t really have 
a lot of character in your first draft-her defining feature is 
helplessness, which is a problem in itself.” 


Paul made a note of that on his cover sheet. “Right. It’s not great to 
show a disabled character as useless, is it?” 


“No, it is not.” 


“Right. And you said Loraine doesn’t get to demonstrate the skills 
she does have.” 


“Yeah,” | agreed. “She gets saved by male characters three times, 
but never solves a problem on her own during the whole book.” 


“What about at the very end?” 
“Alexander has to tell her what to do.” 


He jotted another note, then put the pen down and rubbed at his 
forehead. “I’ll need to think about this.” 


“Well, I’m glad you're willing to try. | half-expected you to tell me | 
was being too sensitive or something.” 


“| was thinking it,” Paul admitted, “but I’ve been begging people for 
feedback, so it’d be pretty dumb to ignore it now that I’ve got it. 
Besides, | think I’m pretty good at taking criticism.” 


“No argument there. | Know you felt attacked by the misogyny thing, 
so props for hearing me out.” | set my notepad down and focused on 


the man across from me. “That said, not all feedback is going to be 
correct.” 


“Are you telling me to doubt you?” 


“Honestly? Yes. | mean, | think all the things | mentioned are 
problems, and | hope that you'll come to the conclusion that they’re 
problems, but you shouldn’t assume every bit of critique you get is 
one-hundred-percent insightful, either.” 


“So | should take everything with a grain of salt,” he said. “I already 
knew that.” 


“Well, | also know it, so I’m not expecting you to accept everything | 
say. It’s okay to push back.” 


Kay.” 


He didn’t, so | moved on. “Do you want my notes for reference? Or 
should | send you back the annotated document?” 


“Which do you think would be more helpful?” 


“Depends how much you plan to change things. The comments on 
the document are less useful the more you plan to change, right?” 


“Ah. Yeah, | guess.” 


“So how about both, then?” | suggested, offering him the notepad. 


“Sure.” 


Paul took the notepad and scribbled something on the front page- 
probably a label, something like ‘Cass’s notes’-then tore off the 
relevant pages and handed the pad back to me. “Well, I’ve got work 
in a couple hours, so I'll be on my way.” 


“Let me know if you want me to take a look at your next draft.” 


His face shifted through a couple different grimaces before settling 
on a simple frown. “To be honest, I’m not sure if I’m actually gonna 
revise this or just treat it as a learning experience and try again with 
a fresh idea.” 


“Revision is also a learning experience.” 
Paul’s reaction was an unhappy grunt. 


“But deciding this didn’t work the way you wanted is fair too,” | 
added. “Good luck either way.” 


“Thanks.” 
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We closed Home Sweet Home for the Fourth of July so we could 
spend it with Max, Gary, and Zeke at a neighborhood barbecue in 
one of Moperville’s parks near the edge of the city. Max met us at the 
curb to direct us to our contribution to the barbecue-cookies and 
pies, obviously-would join the rest of the food near the grill. 


Once we’d put the pies down, | took a moment to see how many 
people | recognized. The man I'd seen in Tina’s photo | knew to be 
Mr. Redding; he was talking to Gary while the latter grilled 
hamburgers. Mrs. Redding was minding Zeke and Tedd, who sat ata 
battered, decade-old picnic table staring at the roughly weathered 
wood between them in sullen silence. I'd fled town the moment we’d 
arrived, so he was the first person I'd been able to recognize from 


the comic, and Tedd Verres was more or less exactly what I’d expect 
at this point in his life: a slender, effeminate boy wearing plain 
clothes and thick glasses that hid his eyes. His chin-length purple 
hair made him look even more like a girl than he otherwise would, 
but | suppose it did obscure the fact that it wasn’t the only ‘girly’ thing 
about his appearance. 


That moment of recognition was quickly followed by more. Mr. 
Verres-Tedd’s father, a fit middle-aged man with a short, unruly 
shock of blue hair-was sitting in a lawn chair, looking over the 
gathering with a satisfied smile; his sister-in-law Mrs. Kitsune, a 
short, motherly Japanese woman around the same age, was 
keeping a close eye on her younger daughter with her incredibly 
nondescript husband while her eldest played some sort of yard- 
tennis game with Tina. The resemblance the latter had to her mother 
and sister was dampened by the fact that her hair was a shade of 
red that, in most worlds, would only be possible with copious 
amounts of hair dye. 


Max took us through the introductions, starting with the Kitsunes by 
virtue of them being the closest. She'd just finished introducing us to 
Angela Redding-again, since we’d met last winter-when another 
group arrived. 


“Ah, that would be the Dunkels,” Max said. “Be right back!” 


“Hear that, Tedd?” Angela asked the boy. “Your friend’s here. Shall 
we?” 


Tedd nodded stiffly, mumbled, “’“Scuse me,” and slid off the bench 
before hurrying away. Angela gave me a look, angled her head 
towards the table, and headed off after the boy once I'd nodded in 
understanding. 


Zeke didn’t exactly need ‘looking after’, but | settled onto the bench 
across from him anyway, taking the seat Tedd had vacated. 


“Something wrong, Zeke?” 


“There are too many people here,” he complained. “I don’t like being 
around this many people | don’t know.” 


“You could fix that by getting to know them.” 
“What’s the point? We’ll be gone in a decade.” 
“The point is that you’d have friends in the present.” 


“You mean other people my age?” Zeke shook his head. “Strangers 
are erratic and unpredictable, and the children are even worse.” 


“You're also a kid, you know.” 

“| don't feel like one.” 

“Yeah, people always told me | was an ‘old soul’ too,” | said wistfully. 
“Of course, what they meant was ‘Wow, your serotonin system is 


wrecked already?” 


“My serotonin system is in perfect working order!” Zeke protested. 
“Stop laughing! It is!” 


“Sorry! | didn’t expect you to be defensive about it!” 
He harrumphed, crossed his arms, and pouted. 
“How are you doing?” | asked. 

“You ask that every time we talk.” 


“Because I’m always curious if anything’s different. So, how are you 
doing?” 


Zeke shrugged. “Well enough. I’m more or less used to how things 
work here.” 


“Started messing with magic yet?” 


“Not yet. You?” 

“Yeah, Zero gave me a Magic Mark as a housewarming gift,” | said. 
“It’s a bit inconvenient to practice because it’s targeted at other 
people and not subtle-” 

“Should | be concerned?” 


“Not unless ‘being able to look like someone else’ is a potential prob- 
oh, right, it /s.” 


“Not for me,” Zeke said. “Or rather, | am not alarmed by the security 
risk the ability poses.” 


“Because you know how to deal with Master/Stranger threats?” 


“Because | don’t expect you to use it against me. What does it do, 
exactly?” 


“It lets me copy the appearance of other people or animals. I'd offer 
to show you, but this is a little too public.” 


“And it’s not subtle,” he repeated. “Maybe another time. Have you 
used it on a raven yet?” 


“No.” 

“You should. | still think it’s a better fit for you than a fox.” 
“Well, maybe | will,” | said. “What’ve you been doing?” 
“Very little.” 

“Enjoying your summer break, at least?” 


“It is not unpleasant,” he said, “but it isn’t particularly interesting, 
either. Well, this is ‘interesting’, relatively speaking.” 


“Barbecuing?” 


“It’s another first for me. Not fascinating, but at least it’s fresh.” 
“Well, fresh is something, at least.” 

Zeke shrugged again. 

“So there’s nothing else new in your life at all?” 


Zeke started to shake his head, then stopped as he remembered 
something. “Oh. We got a cat.” 


“A cat?” 

“Yes. She followed me home and Max let me keep her.” 
Adorable. “What kind of cat? What’s her name?” 

“A gray one, and | don’t know.” 

“You haven't given her one?” 


“That seems a little rude,” he said, his brow furrowing in disapproval. 
“What if she already has one?” 


“Does that matter?” 


“Of course it matters. I’m not going to give her a new name if she 
already has one.” 


“How would you find out, though?” 

“| can't, which is why | haven’t given her a name.” 
That was internally consistent in a very ‘Zeke’ way. 
“Do you know how old she is?” | asked. 


“Max said she’s eleven.” 


“That's about middle age for a housecat, | think, though | don’t know 
about a stray.” 


“She’s too comfortable around humans to have always been a stray. 
She likely escaped an irresponsible owner when she was younger.” 


“Just because a cat gets out doesn’t mean the owner is 
irresponsible. It can happen to the best of us.” 


“She’s had kittens,” he countered, which was fair: not spaying your 
cat was definitely irresponsible. “We had to get her fixed or we would 
be in violation of local pet ownership laws.” 

“Which would be bad.” 

“Clearly.” 

That was also very ‘Zeke’. 

“How’s her health otherwise?” | asked. 

“It was poor when | met her, but she’s healthy now. Max saw to that.” 


“Of course.” 


“She fits in,” Zeke continued. “I do not think | would enjoy a younger, 
more energetic cat, but I’m happy to have her.” 


“What’s she like? Cuddly?” 
“Very.” 
“Awesome.” 


Our conversation had run out of steam, so | turned to people- 
watching. The Kitsunes had moved over to talk to Max. Mr. Redding 
and Mr. Verres had switched places, the former standing near the 
edge of the picnic with Mr. Dunkel and the latter making small talk 
with Gary. The tennis game had run its course, and the girls were 


now helping themselves to the desserts that had arrived while they 
were busy. Mrs. Dunkel had dragged Homura into a conversation. 
Angela was heading back towards our table. And Tedd and Elliot 
were whispering while they waited near the grill, eyes on the 
hamburgers. 


Just thinking about hamburgers prompted an audible grumble from 
my stomach, so | made my excuses to Zeke-who did me the service 
of pretending he hadn’t heard anything-before heading to the grill 
myself, passing Angela on the way. 


“Got enough for me too?” | asked Gary. 


“We've only got another five pounds of meat,” he told me. “I thought 
that would be enough, but with you here-” 


| rolled my eyes and socked him in the arm. “I work in a bakery, 
Goofus,” | told him. “A bakery selling the most amazing desserts in 
the county. Appetite jokes have no sway over me.” 


Mr. Verres coughed, drawing Gary’s attention back to his previous 
conversation partner. “Oh, Max didn’t get around to introducing you 
yet, did she?” Gary looked back and forth between me and Mr. 
Verres-what was his first name, anyway?-with a grin. “Awesome, that 
means | get to do it. Edward, Cassandra Kyogen, my cousin-in-law 
and the face of Strawfield’s number one bakery. Cassandra, Edward 
Verres, Max’s boss and the reason she’s going gray.” 


“A pleasure to meet you, Edward,” | said, offering my hand. 


“And you, Cassandra,” Edward replied, taking it. “I’ve heard a lot 
about you.” 


“Only good things, | hope.” 


“Well, she did have a few choice things to say about your sense of 
humor...” 


| chuckled at his ‘joke’ the bare minimum needed for politeness’ 
sake. 


“Have you met my son?” he asked. “Tedd, say hello to Cassandra.” 
“Hello,” Tedd mumbled. 

“Hello, Tedd,” | said. “And you must be Elliot Dunkel.” 

“Hello, Miss Cassandra,” Elliot said. 


“Right, these are done.” Gary put a couple of buns and burgers ona 
pair of plates. “Sorry Cass, kids got here first.” 


“| know the rules of barbecue.” | stepped aside to let the boys collect 
their plates and head over to the condiments and toppings table. 
“How long for mine?” 


“Getting it started right now.” He moved a raw patty to the grill. “So, 
now you've met Tedd and Elliot.” 


“So | have.” 


“Tedd’s a good kid,” Edward said. “He’s always been shy, but he’s 
been getting better with people lately.” 


“That’s good,” | said. “He and Zeke don’t seem to get along, though.” 


“Zeke is... difficult,” Gary said. “He’s still insisting he doesn’t want 
friends.” 


“He dislikes strangers enough that he doesn’t give anyone a chance 
to become friends.” 


“And he doesn’t put much value in making friends in this universe 
when he’s not planning to stay.” 


Edward noticed when | glanced at him. “I’m aware of Zeke’s 
situation, of course,” he said (incorrectly, as it would turn out). “That’s 


the reason Mrs. Vahn transferred to my department in the first 
place.” He turned a pointed look towards Gary and added, “I was not 
aware you two had shared his origins with anyone else.” 


“Akemi is a wizard herself, and Cass is a seyunolu.” 


The latter surprised him, but not enough to distract him from his 
Original complaint. “Having access to some secrets does not imply 
one should have all of them. It’s important to compartmentalize.” 


“They’re Max’s closest living family, while mine are totally out-of-the- 
know. If something happened to us...” 


“Oh.” Edward coughed into his fist to clear his throat. “Of course, | 
should have realized. My apologies.” 


The burger sizzled in silence. The thought of ‘something happening’ 
had made things awkward-which might have been Gary’s intent. 


“You want cheese, Cass?” he asked. 
“Ye-wait, it’s not American cheese, is it?” 

“It is.” 

| eyed the sliced plaste cheese suspiciously. 
“Eh, sure, I’ll give it a shot.” 


“One cheeseburger, coming right up.” He flipped the patty and added 
the slice of cheese. | took the opportunity to lean in and breathe a 
noseful of wonderful grill smells before Gary shooed me away from 
his workspace. 


“So, Cass,” he said, “what are you up to these days?” 


“Oh, you know, the usual. Baking, running the shop, working on 
Awakening.” | shrugged. “Not much to say.” 


“Working on Awakening?” Edward asked. “As a seyunolu?” 

“Yeah. It’s slow going, but I’m sticking with it.” 

“What method are you using?” 

“I’ve got a mark and a power suppressor.” 

“Ahhh,” he said. “I was wondering why Max asked for that design...” 
---X==X==X--- 


I'd been serious when | told Gary that | was working on Awakening. 
My ‘consideration’ of Homura’s words regarding my use of magic 
had led me to the inevitable conclusion that she was correct-both 
about me ‘holding back’ and why | was doing so. It was a decision | 
hadn't realized I'd made, and one that-when | stopped to think about 
it-didn’t make much sense. 


And so I'd resolved to train up my magic in earnest. 


The first item on the agenda was going through Homura’s alt-forms- 
the ones she had slotted, anyway. We could have gotten them all 
done in a couple days, even with my extremely low ‘casting stamina’, 
but | wasn’t in a hurry, so we did one a day until we ran out. Then | 
started calling on my friends in the Warehouse-still at a rate of one 
per day-which got me a pretty thorough cross-section of human 
shapes and colors. By this point, | could put together just about any 
human form one could think of. 


I'd decided to leave non-human forms for later. 


From there, Homura and | started ‘trading’. She’d learned my magic 
mark’s spell, so | could create a blended form, have her copy that, 
and then copy it off her. The exercise meant that | wasn’t copying the 
same form over and over again, which may have been the cause of 
my previous ‘plateau’ in magical progress. 


Progress was a Self-reinforcing process because my increasing 
‘affinity’ with magic meant a steady increase in how many times | 
could use the spell per day. Measuring my process by how many 
times | could cast each day made me feel like | was slowly gaining 
more spell slots-not that I’d encountered a magic system that used 
spell slots in whatever the phrase ‘real life’ meant for me nowadays, 
but the association was there. 


The 4th of July celebration gave me a push to try something new: | 
took Zeke’s advice and set out to tag one of Strawfield’s plentiful 
corvid population with the spell. The transformation would leave my 
clothes behind, since there were no ‘bird clothes’ to turn into, so my 
plan was to ‘shoot’ out my bedroom window and transform in the 
privacy of my home. 


Unfortunately, that didn’t work. 


Testing confirmed my suspicion that it was a range problem: the 
power lines visible from my window were simply too far away. A bit 
more experimenting revealed that | could still use the spell while in 
my fox form, though aiming my paw was harder than just pointing my 
palm at someone, which gave me my new (and in hindsight, terrible) 
plan: running around town as a fox, looking for birds. 


Homura let me out when she noticed me struggling with the 
doorknob; | would have gotten it eventually, but | graciously accepted 
her help all the same. Then | was on the small landing at the top of 
the exterior stairs, where | quickly noticed three things. 


The first thing | noticed was the noise-not unpleasantly loud, but 
more intense than it was behind closed doors. The second thing | 
noticed was that a one-story drop looked a lot scarier at this size. 
The third thing | noticed was that I’d had to notice the first two now 
because, despite having spent almost eighteen months in Strawfield, 
| had never been outside as a fox before. 


Well, no time like the present. The stairs were easy enough to 
navigate, though more daunting than I’d readily admit, and the odors 


of car exhaust and sun-heated rubber grew more intense as | 
approached ground level. | could have probably tracked every car 
within several blocks by sound alone, but | still looked carefully 
around the parking lot before making my way to the base of the 
nearest telephone pole and looking up at the ravens on the wires. 


“Look,” one cawed to the others, followed by a morpheme best 
translated as ‘small mammalian predator (derogatory)’. A half-dozen 
beady eyes turned baleful looks my way. 


“I’m not a [small mammalian predator (derogatory)],” | called. “I want 
to be friends.” 


“Talking [small mammalian predator (derogatory)|!” another raven 
exclaimed, puffing their feathers up in surprise. 


“Lying [small mammalian predator (derogatory)],” the first raven 
corrected them. The others voiced agreement, and the whole flock 
flew off. Damn it, I'd been so distracted by the novelty of being 
outside as a fox-and being able to talk to animals without looking like 
a crazy person-that I’d missed my shot. 


Well, | had a plan B. | hadn’t been sure how well I’d be able to aim a 
paw at something directly above me even if it was standing still-the 
answer was ‘not very well’-so my backup plan was heading down to 
the park nearby. It was early morning on a Sunday, so hopefully 
there wouldn't be anyone there to get in my way. 


Reaching Main Street showed me that I’d underestimated the 
amount of foot traffic on Sundays, the attentiveness of that traffic, 
and its willingness to drop what it was doing because it saw 
something interesting. | hadn’t even stuck my nose out of the alley 
I'd used before people started paying attention to me. 


“Oh, look!” a girl in her early teens exclaimed to her friends. “Is that a 
fox?” 


One man turned to another and said, with some concern, “I didn’t 
know there were foxes in town.” 


“Where did it come from?” 
“Do you think it’s someone’s pet?” 
“Is it dangerous?” 


None of them were pulling out phones-smartphones weren’t quite 
ubiquitous enough for that to be the default response to something 
interesting-but neither did they seem particularly concerned, so | 
headed out onto the sidewalk. This was evidently not what the 
onlookers had expected, as many of them shouted in alarm and 
flinched away. | felt a little bad about how much I'd startled them, but 
hopefully my relatively unthreatening size and the curiosity of seeing 
a fox at all would leave them more amused than annoyed. It’d suck 
to have ruined people’s days for this little escapade. 


Only a couple minutes later, | arrived at my destination and realized 
I'd forgotten something important. The park nearer the freeway was 
a picnic spot. The park closer to our apartment was a dog park, and 
the dogs were not happy to see me, nor | them. And if people were 
startled by a fox running by them, they were alarmed by a fox being 
near their dogs. Owners began snatching up their pets to protect 
them from a wild, potentially diseased fox, though in practice it 
mostly protected me from them. | didn’t need a perk to know that the 
dogs were equally unhappy; there was so much barking | couldn't 
understand any of it. Days were definitely being ruined now. 


I'd caused all this distress for nothing, too, because the chaos set 
even the boldest birds to flight before | had a chance to try and hit 
them with the spell. As a quadruped, it wasn’t something | could do 
while running, and | wasn’t about to stop in the middle of the mess. 


| apologized to them-the dogs, at least, since | was a fox at the 
moment-as | dashed across the park to the base of a large oak tree 
and hid behind it as best | could. Then | ditched the tree, which stank 


like twenty years of accumulated dog urine, and left the park entirely, 
running down the street towards the high school. It was fortunate I'd 
done this before the end of summer break; the empty campus gave 

me somewhere | could rest from my mad sprint down the street. 


Now that | finally had a moment to myself, | set about searching the 
campus for birds. A few swallows took flight as | approached, 
shrieking ‘Danger!’ as they went, but for the most part the campus 
was empty. Of course, | thought as | wandered the field bordering 
the parking lot. No students means no discarded food. As far as the 
various feathered scavengers were concerned, the school was out of 
season. Still, wandering around as a fox was a fun way to 
experience a new place; everything looked so big! 


And then the animal control van pulled up. 
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| returned to the apartment barely an hour after I’d left, wearing one 
of the animal control officers’ face and uniform-minus the hat and 
plus a great deal of mud, twigs, and other debris. 


“Looks like you had an adventure,” Homura said blandly. “Where did 
you get the clothes?” 


“| stole the hat.” 
“What hat?” 


“The hat | copied into the rest of the uniform. Now, if you'll excuse 
me, | need a shower. Badly.” | did my best not to let my bad mood 
land on her as | stalked off towards the bathroom. 


“Going out again next week?” Homura called after me. 


“Nevermore!” 


Chapter 94: Fine Dining 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 94: Fine Dining 


The tinkle of the bell over the door one cold September noon had me 
quickly shoving my phone back into my apron pocket and putting on 
my Customer Service Smile, only for the open-er to remain on the 
threshold. 


“It's warm!” the girl-a short blonde who really ought to be in school- 
called back to her friends. “Hey!” she yelled to me. “Can we eat in 
here?” 


“As long as you clean up after yourselves,” | answered. It wasn't like 
anyone else needed the seats. 


“Thanks!” The girl waved her friends in, and the three of them sat 
down around the table in the center of the room in a babble of 
Excited Schoolkid Noises. At least eavesdropping gave me 
something to do; they’d chosen a table close to the counter and were 
very loud, so | didn’t feel too bad about listening in. 


“It’s so cold out,” one girl, a... pinkette?... complained. (This world 
was just weird enough that it might be her natural hair color.) “Why 
didn’t we just eat in the cafeteria again?” 


“Because we can,” the first girl said with the forced patience of 
someone explaining the painfully obvious. “Being able to eat lunch 
off campus is the best part of high school.” 


Well, that explains that. Is this the exposition club meeting? 


“So the best part of high school is not being in high school?” the third 
girl, a brunette, asked. 


“Duh.” 

“Yeah, nevermind, that question was dumb.” 

| turned around and inspected the counter along the wall fora 
moment to hide my grin, not that | was anything but furniture as far 
as they were concerned. 

“Besides, the cafeteria is way too small,” blondie continued. “It was 
fine while it was still nice outside, but now everyone’s eating indoors. 
If we got a transfer student, they’d have to stand.” 

“It’s not that bad,” pink-hair said. 

“Okay, I’m exaggerating a little, but it’s still too crowded.” 

“Yeah, but it’s warm.” 


“But this place is warm and quiet.” 


“Why do they have a seating area, anyway?” the brunette asked. “Do 
people really sit down and serve the cake here in the shop?” 


“Maybe they sell it by the slice, too,” the blonde replied. 


Pink hummed loudly and rocked back in her chair to look at the 
display case. “Huh, they have a whole ton of different stuff.” 


Her ‘observation’ had her friends follow suit. 
“Oh, look,” the blonde said, “they give out free samples!” 


“We shouldn’t ask for free samples if we’re not going to buy 
anything,” the brunette said. 


“They’re free, though,” pink argued. 


“They're samples,” the brunette replied. “Don’t be greedy.” 


“No, please do,” | said. “It’s fine if you just want a sample. No 
obligation to buy anything.” Please, anyone, take a sample! | have a 
wait a whole ‘nother month for steady business anyway! 


Alas, all three girls turned away from the display case and back to 
their food as though embarrassed by my existence-or more likely, 
embarrassed that I’d heard them arguing. 


After a moment of uncomfortable silence, the pink one asked, “Hey, 
Chloe, did you watch Surviving last night?” 


“No,” Chloe-the blonde girl who'd first asked permission to use the 
table-replied. “I’ve been spending all my TV time catching up with 
Swordplay Online.” 


| found myself shaking my head at yet more weird Bland-Name 
Products. As if seeing a slightly different brand on half the things we 
bought wasn't weird enough, there seemed to be no pattern at all to 
which product (or works of fiction) got distorted. Lost was fine, but 
Survivor wasn’t? 


“Isn't that supposed to be terrible?” Pink asked. 

“Since when do you have opinions about anime, Ash?” 

“| don’t ‘have’ opinions”-‘Ash’ actually made finger-quotes with her 
hands-“I’ve just been on the internet enough to know other people’s. 


SO, is it as terrible as everyone says, or are they just haters?” 


“Ehhhh,” Chloe said. “Terrible things can be entertaining. This is just 
kinda lame.” 


“Then why are you still watching it?” the brunette asked. 


“Because it’s all anyone is talking about this season and | can’t 
credibly insult it without having watched it.” 


Ash stifled a laugh; the other girl rolled her eyes and said, “Watching 
an anime just to complain about it is the most ridiculous thing I’ve 
ever heard.” 


“That's the only reason you read Wheels in Time,” Chloe retorted. 


“Because every single discussion of fantasy literature brings up 
those stupid books!” 


“Exactly!” 

“But they just go on and on without ever advancing the plot-” 
“Exactly!” 
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The next half hour passed in a blink, and | was disappointed when 
an alarm from one of their phones got them to pack up. “Thanks for 
the company!” | called from behind the counter. “You’re welcome to 
come back any time the weather’s too cold!” 


The brunette acknowledged my farewell with a timid wave; the other 
two didn't. 


None of them had opted for a free sample. Honestly, people in this 
town seemed strangely opposed to free stuff. 


Of course, | told Homura the story that evening as we tidied up. 
“Highschoolers,” she said. 


“Highschoolers,” | agreed. “The local school lets them eat off 
campus. Must be pretty nice, since it’s literally in downtown.” 


“How old?” 


“Freshmen, I’d guess. They were talking about going off campus like 
it was a brand new privilege.” 


“You can tell them the tables are for paying customers if you don’t 
want to deal with them,” she said. 


“No, it was nice. They were polite-well, for kids-and | like having 
people around.” 


“Maybe you should have opened a coffee shop, then.” 


| rolled my eyes. “Entertainment is nice, but I’d rather smell cake 
than coffee.” 


“That’s your prerogative. They were entertaining, then?” 

“| may have eavesdropped a little.” 

“I’m sure you did,” Homura said. “Anything interesting?” 
“Well, | learned the weird bland-name titles apply to anime.” 
“Anime fans?” 

“Fans enough to argue about it.” 


The conversation lapsed as we put the finishing touches on our 
nightly clean-up. 


“Think they'll come back?” Homura asked. 

“| don’t know. Maybe.” 

“Hoping?” 

“Yeah. It’s better than an empty room, sales or no sales.” | gave the 


shop a quick visual once-over, then doffed my apron as | headed for 
the back. “Where do you want to eat tonight?” 


“A new seafood place just opened at the other end of downtown...” 


Business finally picked up again as we hit Pie Season in mid- 
October. Of course, people still bought the occasional cookies and 
cakes and sweet rolls and eclairs and bear claws and two dozen 
other kinds of pastry I’d never heard of before they became my 
problem, but at this time of year, pie was king. Even the restaurants 
stopped buying cakes in favor of pies. 

Some days | even got bonus work. 


“What are you doing here?” Paul asked one morning as he prepared 
to accept his workplace’s daily pie delivery. 


| put the van in park and climbed out of the drivers seat before | 
answered. “George called in sick today. He’s got a cold.” 


“Or a hangover.” 


“If he’s hungover enough to call out of work, /’m not gonna tell him to 
drive like that.” 


“Hah!” Paul guffawed. “Especially not on company insurance, right?” 
“Damn straight.” 


He pulled the wheeled cart up to the back of the van, and we set 
about unloading. 


“How many of these things do you sell in a day?” he asked as the 
cart neared ‘full’. 


“Including or excluding deliveries like this?” 


Paul hmmed. “You know, that’s a better question. How many 
deliveries are you making today?” 


“Well, I’ve already seen Frank, Lizzie, Eric, and you, and I’m only 
half done.” 


“So ‘a lot’.” 


“Yeah.” A quick count of the pies confirmed that we were done here, 
so | closed the van doors. “How are you doing? Still working on your 
novel?” 


“Yeah. | did the revision for practice, like you said, but now I’m doing 
a total rewrite-same characters, more or less, but axing the revenge 
plot and changing the setting a lot.” 


“Oh? What it is now?” 


“Well, you said you liked the gaslamp fantasy slash desert punk 
thing, so I’m going more in that direction. The plot starts in a pseudo- 
Victorian city that uses weird fantasy science to protect itself from 
the creepy magic mist that wrecked the rest of the world. Something 
goes wrong and the mist gets in, so the characters have to flee 
through the wasteland-not just a desert, there’s some variety there- 
but all the people living in the wilds hate city-folk for polluting the 
world half to death because the weird fantasy science is what 
created the mist in the first place, so they’re not exactly welcome.” 


“That sounds like some great worldbuilding. So the main characters 
are refugees, now?” 


“Yeah,” Paul agreed. “Fleeing a city-destroying disaster through an 
unfriendly and dangerous land. The main reason | changed that was 
because it unifies the motivations of ‘crossing the wasteland’ and 
‘taking care of people’.” 


“Oh, that’s good thinking. Are they trying to go somewhere specific, 
then?” 


“There’s another city out there, but it’s a long way away and they’re 
struggling to adapt to the wasteland. That’s the bit that carried over 


the clearest from the previous version, but | think it works a lot better 
like this.” 


“Nice. Can | read it?” 
“When it’s ready, sure.” 


When neither of us spoke up again, | stated the obvious. “Well, I’m 
off to make those deliveries.” 


“Right.” Paul waited until I’d started the engine to call, “Give my 
regards to whoever else has to deal with your incorrigible morning- 
person cheer!” 


| hadn’t taken the van out of park yet, so it was perfectly safe for me 
to lean out the window and stick my tongue out at him. 
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| had half a mind to wear one of the Incredibly Fancy Gowns for 
Halloween this year, since | hadn’t gotten a chance over the break. 
On balance, however, Lina’s body type was too far from mine to 
avoid drawing comment on how | managed to fit into it, and it 
seemed like too much bother to modify the things, so | resigned 
myself to another curmudgeonly Halloween. 


“What's on your mind?” Homura asked on the 29th . 
“Halloween,” | said, and gave a summary of my thoughts. 


“If you were considering dressing up around the shop, you could 
wear your ears out,” she said. “You’d be on the other side of the 
counter, out of range of people with no respect for personal space or 


property.” 
“Is that a good idea?” 


“| don’t think it is a bad one.” 


So that’s what | did. | got compliments on the ears, which | accepted, 
and requests to poke, prod, or examine them, which | refused. Most 
people looked at them, then ignored them as nothing more than an 
uncommonly nice bit of costuming, which was more or less 
according to plan. 


From my perspective, it felt like a nice, harmless prank. See these 
ears you assume are imitations donned for the annual event? 
They’re actually attached to my head because I’m part space alien! 
Ha-ha! See? Harmless fun. 


But not entirely without consequence. 


As others had mentioned, magic in the local 'verse had a will- 
specifically, a love of the dramatic. It liked being secret because 
secrets-particularly those poorly-kept and/or hidden in plain sight-are 
more dramatic than common truths or complete unknowns. And | 
suspect that is why, when we settled in to watch TV that evening and 
| opened my Journal to check my progress, | learned I'd finally 
Awakened. 


“Wow.” 
“What?” 


| held up the Quest Log and pointed to where the ‘quest’ to Awaken 
as a magic user was currently on the step ¢[ | Acquire a Spellbook . 
“| finally Awakened.” 


“Congratulations.” Homura paused. “Did you do any magic today?” 
“No.” 


It only took her a second to reach the same conclusion | had. “Oh. 
That’s how it is.” 


“So it seems. Say, you can make spellbooks, right?” 


“Yes. Do you have a specific book in mind?” 


“| was hoping you could use this one.” | handed her my Journal, 
which she set on the coffee table. Homura waved a hand over it, 
causing the pages to ruffle as though caught in a strong wind, then 
sat back and let me pick it up myself. 


Sure enough, there was a new section for listing my magical abilities. 
There were, in fact, three new (sub)sections, one for each magic 
system I’d learned. The first two would be handy for reference if | 
ever needed to refresh my superhuman memory, but it was the third 
| cared about. 


There were two spells there. One was the spell Zero had originally 
given me, and the other... 


“| can magically style my hair now,” | said. 

“That's underwhelming.” 

“Are you kidding?” | waved a hand at my head to change my normal 
brunette ponytail to an impractically elaborate set of blonde braids, 
then to a wave of rainbow-colored hair that fell past my waist. “/ can 
magically style my hair. What more do you want?!” 
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“We’re doing Thanksgiving this year,” | told Homura over breakfast 
the Sunday before Thanksgiving. 


She paused, toast halfway to her mouth, and gave me a dubious 
look. “You’re going to cook?” 


“Well, no-and I’m not demanding you cook, either! But we’re 
celebrating the holiday this year.” 


Homura took a bite of her toast. “You want to invite people over?” 


“If you want to, sure.” 


“If we’re not cooking, and not inviting people over, then what exactly 
does ‘doing Thanksgiving’ entail?” 


“Being-” | swallowed the lump that had suddenly appeared in my 
throat. “Being thankful. | have a lot of friends-the party you threw me 
proved that-but, well, you’re family.” 


“I’m still not sure you should be thankful for that,” Homura muttered. 
“| didn’t ask your permission.” 


“| don’t care. It’s not any different from normal families, is it? You 
don’t get to pick your parents or siblings, you just get the hand you’re 
dealt. I’m lucky to have you.” 

“But it still affected you,” she said. “You were very concerned that 
Max might alter your mind to change how you thought of her. Well, | 
did.” 

“No, you didn’t-not permanently. | told you it wasn’t just the import 
memories that made me look at you as family. The day after the 
Jump-” 

“| remember.” 

“| stand by what | said.” 

“| see.” 

We went back to our breakfast as an escape from an increasingly 
awkward conversation. It didn’t last long enough; before | knew it, my 
spoon was clinking against an empty bowl. 

Why is it so hard to express such a simple feeling? 


“I’m thankful you’re here,” | said. “I’m thankful for you. And I’m 
thankful for all the things that lead to this, no matter what they were.” 


Homura didn’t respond, which only served to increase the 
awkwardness tenfold. | got up and put my dishes in the dishwasher 


with all the grace of a 1980’s special-effects puppet. 


“| don’t want to replace your family, Cass,” Homura told my back. 
“You have people back home.” 


“| don’t want you to replace my family, either. That’s not what’s 
happening.” | turned around to smile at her. “You don’t replace 
family-you add to it. | have a lot of things to be thankful for: one of 
them is the family | grew up in, and one of them is my new family 
here.” 


“What about your sister? Your real sister?” 


| took the seat next to Homura rather than the one across from her 
so | could hold her hand. “She’d love my other real sister,” | insisted. 


“You offered to stay with me.” 
“Yeah,” | said. “I did.” 
She didn’t say anything, but the question was clear nonetheless. 


“| love my family,” | said, “and | know they love me, but they don’t 
need me. They'll miss me, but they'd understand and want me to be 
happy, and | want to help you be happy. | don’t think you need me 
either, to be honest-! think I’ve said that before-but if you do, I’m 
there for you. Understand?” 


Once again, Homura didn’t reply. 

We sat like that for a while, sun streaming in the window behind us, 
before Homura removed her hand from mine. “You still haven’t 
explained how we’re going to ‘do’ Thanksgiving,” she said. 


“We celebrate that we’re here and happy.” 


“How?” 


“By taking the time to appreciate it,” | said. “To consider how lame life 
would be if you hadn’t made one impulsive decision all those years 
ago.” 


“A mistake, you mean.” 
| immediately began to regret insisting on ‘doing Thanksgiving’. 


Homura noticed my flinch and hasted to add, “Calling it a mistake 
doesn’t mean | regret it. | only meant to say that | was mistaken 
about the consequences of the decision. I’d call it the best mistake | 
ever made.” 


| let out a nervous laugh as the tension escaped me. “Didn’t know 
what you were getting into, did you?” 


“Not even slightly. Even when I’ve imported into families in the past, 
I’ve never made any effort to connect with them-and secrets tend to 
strain the bonds that are there when | arrive. This was different-but | 
agree, I’m thankful it happened.” 


She ended her explanation with a smile. “So, let’s ‘do Thanksgiving’.” 
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We closed the shop at noon on Thanksgiving; judging by the number 
of people who bought last-minute pies, Strawfield would have been 
out of luck if we’d taken the whole day off. Clean-up didn’t take long, 
So we were back up in the apartment by 1, sitting down to a Studio 
Ghibli movie marathon. 


“This is nice,” she said as the credits for My Neighbor Totoro began 
to roll. “It’s... understated.” 


“Understated?” 


Homura got up and put another disk into the player; calling up the 
menu revealed she’d chosen Spirited Away. “Simple. Direct. Free of 
unnecessarily grand gestures.” 


“Whoops.” 
“What?” 


“I, uh”-| worked a finger around my collar-“may have planned a grand 
gesture? Just a bit?” 


Her reaction was a deadly serious, “What did you do.” 


I’d put a bit more planning into Thanksgiving than I’d let on; I'd 
reserved a table at Raymond’s, the most exclusive restaurant in 
Strawfield. That wasn’t saying a great deal, given the size of the 
town, but it still meant I’d needed to act a month in advance to 
secure a Thanksgiving Day reservation. 


We'd dressed up for the occasion-not to an absurd level, but 
certainly nicer than I'd had cause to wear in the last year and a half- 
and that meant elegant-yet-humble evening gowns fashioned with 
my newest local-magic spell: one that allowed me to freely morph my 
clothes rather than relying on the copying spell. Homura had copied 
the spell with her Seer abilities; her dress was deep purple, while 
mine was navy blue. 


We were near the back of the softly lit room, seated at a small, 
square table draped in rich black cloth that was probably a nightmare 
to launder. The noise level was higher than I’d expected for the 
place, the diners rowdier, but that might be on account of the holiday. 


“What are you thinking so hard about?” Homura asked. 

“Wearing an evening gown in a modern restaurant feels weird.” 
She disguised her snickering with a dainty cough. 

“Guess who drew the short straw tonight, ladies,” Roxanne said as 


she came up to our table. “Your girl Roxy is working Thanksgiving 
Day.” 


“I'd give you my condolences,” | said, “but we’re kinda part of the 
problem.” 


“Damn straight.” She gave us a mock scowl that barely lasted a 
second before her grin shone through. “But since you’re paying my 
bills, | guess | can forgive you.” 


“If you drew the short straw, who got lucky?” Homura asked. 


“Don’t know the full score, but Paul’s working on some project or 
another and Andrew’s off eating Thanksgiving dinner with half the 
town. That’s not a dig at him, his family’s huge.” Roxy laughed softly, 
then moved on to business. “Either of you want the vegetarian menu 
tonight?” 


“No, thank you,” we said. 

“And would you like tonight’s menu with or without wine?” 
“Without.” 

“Anything else to drink? Sparkling water, maybe?” 

“Still water with ice, please,” | said. 

“Still, no ice, please,” Homura said. 


Roxy made a show of writing our drink orders down before excusing 
herself with a wink. 


“SO,” Homura said. “Evening gowns are weird?” 


| cleared my throat and glanced around the restaurant-not because | 
was worried about eavesdroppers, just because | didn’t have an 
answer formulated yet. 


“It’s the culture,” | said at last. “Il spent ten times longer in a dress last 
Jump than | had my entire life up to that point, so now | associate 


dressing up like this with court balls in big, stone castles. Wearing 
something like this now is... incongruous.” 


“Like wearing a cape in Starfleet?” 
“| didn’t wear a cape in Bet, either, but yeah. Same idea.” 


We paused the conversation as Roxy returned with a bottle of still 
water in an ice bath as though it were wine. “The first course will be 
out in a minute,” she said as she filled our glasses: one with ice and 
one without. 


“Thanks, Roxanne,” Homura said. 
Roxy grinned. “Just doing my job, hon.” 


With her departure, Homura turned back to me. “I hope it’s not 
insensitive of me to say, but it’s easy to forget you were raised a boy- 
your first life, | mean.” 


“How so?” 


She picked up her glass but didn’t drink from it, instead merely 
holding it in one hand. “Most people, even if they switch, still soend 
the majority of their time as their originally identified gender, so when 
| see someone who spends all their time as a woman, | assume 
that’s who you’ve always been.” 


“Some people in my position would say that it is who I’ve always 
been,” | said. 


“Oh. I’m sorry.” 


“You don’t need to apologize. Look at it this way: those people would 
say your assumption is correct.” 


“| Suppose so.” Homura took a sip of water, and | did the same. “Do 
you really believe you aren’t trans anymore?” 


“| mean... yeah.” | set my glass down with a sigh. “There are so, so 
many things | simply don’t have to deal with now. Everything from 
hormones and body image issues to social stigma was just... 
magicked away.” 


“There are a lot of things we don’t have to deal with that normal 
humans do,” she countered. “Does that make us not human 
anymore?” 


“No! Well, | mean, ‘humanity’ can mean a lot of things-” 


Homura turned her head, and | followed her gaze to see Roxy 
bringing the appetizer out. “Butternut squash soup with onion rolls,” 
she said as she slid the plats into place. “Enjoy.” 


We did. 


“SO... we're speaking in terms of ‘categories’, right?” | asked once 
we were most of the way through the soup. 


“Precisely. Should we be excluded from the category of ‘humans’ 
because we don’t share all the same hardships?” 


“That’s a tough question,” | said. “To be honest, that’s one of the 
reasons | wanted to do this. | mean...” | gestured vaguely around us. 


“Thanksgiving?” She was smirking, so it was a willful 
misinterpretation. 


“No, the whole ‘normal’ thing.” 


Homura hummed in thought as she picked up her water glass again. 
“You wanted to live simply to see if you still felt like you belonged?” 
she asked once she’d finished her drink. 


“Not exactly.” | broke off a bit of my roll and dragged the fluffy bread 
through the remains of my soup before popping the morsel in my 
mouth. “I wanted to live simply because | wanted to belong again. 


The original idea was to live without hiding anything... without any 
special powers, or perks, or anything like that. But | didn’t.” 


“No one is going to judge you for that.” 


| judge me for it. “Still feels like | couldn’t Keep my hand out of the 
cookie jar.” 


“Does that matter?” she asked, waving her spoon at me for 
emphasis. “You're not breaking anyone else’s rules. You’re an adult. 
And there’s no reason to abstain. Metaphorically speaking: you're 
not taking the cookies away from anyone else because there’s 
enough for everyone, and you don’t have to worry about your diet 
because you take good care of yourself. Who cares if you take an 
extra cookie?” 


“No one. It doesn’t matter, not to anyone else, and I’m enjoying what 
| got even if | feel... ‘irresponsible’ for getting it. But to bring the 
conversation back to your first question, well... if I’m still human, I’m 
a little closer to the edge than | was ten years ago because | did.” 


“That's where | disagree,” Homura said. “It’s not the perks and 
powers that changes whether or not you’re human. It’s not even how 
you use them or what you use them for. Do you remember what | 
said, the first time we met?” 


“No, sorry-my memory was still, uh, human.” 


“You asked if | would manage my faux pas ‘like the rest of us 
mortals’,” she said. “I said, ‘I don’t think any of us can really claim to 
be mortal anymore. Some of us even less so than others.” 


Homura paused to set her spoon down, folding her hands in her lap. 
“| spent a lot of time doubting my own humanity, over the years. 
That’s why | said what | did back then. | think | felt the way you feel 
now-that after all I’d been through, | couldn't claim to be human 
anymore. 


“And you’re the one who showed me | was wrong.” 
| did what? 


“| had fewer perks then than | do now-not by much, proportionately, 
though I’m sure | don’t need to tell you how much you can get in 
three Jumps-but | haven’t been more human than | am now since 
before | joined the ’chain. You know why?” 


“Because you’re worrying about normal things?” | guessed. 


“That's... technically true,” Homura said, “You’re right: I’m worrying 
about normal things. I’m doing normal things, talking to normal 
people about normal things. | have things that normal people have: a 
job, a business, a family. And if | do any of those things in an 
abnormal way...” Homura smiled, fully, her entire face lighting up. 
“That just makes me weird, doesn’t it?” 


“Yeah,” | agreed, feeling a smile form of its own accord. “And who’d 
want to be normal when you can be weird?” The last of my roll 
collected the last few drops of soup from the bowl, and | pushed the 
plate away hungrier than I’d been a few minutes ago. 


Homura mirrored my actions, cleaning her bowl and pushing it 
towards the center of the table; a busboy arrived moments later to 
whisk the dishes away. “It’s true,” she continued, “but it’s not the 
answer | was thinking of. My answer is that I’m more human 
because | accept that I’m still human. I’m letting myself feel human, 
letting what ‘human’ means to me affect how | feel and how | act. 
You see?” 


“| think so,” | said. “You’re ‘human’ because you choose to be.” 


“| would say ‘because | accept that part of me’, but that’s semantic 
difference at most.” Her expression turned serious as she leaned 
forward into the now-empty table. “Don’t throw away your identity 
just because your experience isn’t a one-to-one match with someone 
else’s. No one’s is. You may not have the same problems now, but 


you have the common experience-and that’s what defines you. Even 
when we import, we aren’t suddenly a ‘new’ person-we are who we 
are because of who we’ve been in every branch of our history. As 
long as we remember those times, we know what it means to be... 
whatever we might claim to be.” 


“Yeah. | understand: there’s more to group identity than what 
privileges you do or don’t have.” | absentmindedly ran my thumb 
over my lacquered nails-courtesy of the same spell | used to morph 
and style my hair-as | continued, “I’m a different person than a 
hypothetical Cassandra who never dealt with gender identity issues- 
heck, there probably is no Cassandra Rolins who wasn’t assigned 
male at birth, because | wouldn’t be named Cassandra if | hadn't. | 
don’t think my parents would’ve gone for it.” 


“You're only named Cassandra half the time as it is, Lina.” 
“| wouldn't be named Cassandra any of the time, then.” 
“True.” 


| didn’t have anything else to add or anywhere new to take the 
conversation, but | didn’t need to. The silence between us was 
comfortable, warm; not the absence of conversation, but the 
absence of the need for conversation. 


At least until we got bored. 
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“Second course!” Roxanne announced as she weaved her way up to 
our table. “A lovely seasonal vegetable medley, accompanied by 
stuffing and turkey gravy. Enjoy!” 


“Mmm, this is good,” | muttered a minute later, already halfway 
through the dish. 


“Imagine how good this place is when they aren’t constrained to 
traditional Thanksgiving staples,” Homura quipped. 


“Impossible. I’m eating right now and somehow you’re only making 
me hungrier.” 


“| am starting to think you just like food.” 
“Who doesn't like food?” 
“| meant ‘indiscriminately’.” 


| rolled my eyes as | returned to my story. “Where was I... right: at 
some point in my fugue state, | became convinced that the if 
statements themselves were the problem, so | put a printf statement 
in deliberately unreachable code... and the microcontroller executed 
it! if A; else if not A should never fall through to the next else, but it 
did! I’d messed up worse than should even be possible...” 


“And for the main course, we've got cranberry-glazed turkey breast 
and thigh over mashed potatoes with sweet corn.” 


“Thanks, Roxy,” we said as the plates came down. 


“You know it!” she said as she added a fork and steak knife to each 
plate. “Enjoy!” 


“SO,” Homura said as we began our attack, “do you mind if | bring up 
a topic that may be, as you Say, ‘heavy’?” 


“What kind of topic?” 


“Well... it's about us. What it means to be ‘sisters’.” She paused to 
swallow a lump in her throat. “Can | ask you a question that might be 
very personal?” 


“Of course.” 


“You said it wasn’t the import memories from Worm that made us 
family.” Homura took a deep, steadying breath. “You talked about 
how much you respect me, but that didn’t answer the question. How 
did | become family to you, if not through the import?” 


It wasn’t a hard question to answer. “By acting like it,” | said. “You 
were there for me the way | want to be there for you. When things 
went bad on Bet-when | got run out of town-you were there for me. 
You kept me together when it felt like my whole world had fallen 
apart. You were there when | needed a shoulder to cry on and 
someone to tell me that | wasn’t the horrible fuck-up | felt like. |...” | 
had to stop and swallow a lump in my throat. 


It took a couple tries. 


“I’ve tried,” | continued, “and I’m going to keep trying, but | don’t think 
l’ll ever be able to express how much | needed that, or how much it 
means to me that you were willing to do that for me when you'd have 
been so much more comfortable keeping your distance. And it’s not 
just the big gestures like pulling my ass out of the fire against the 
Teeth-although | can never thank you enough for them-but all the 
little things, too. You cooked, and kept me company, and listened to 
me whine about my day, and... and just spent time with me when 
there are probably a million other things you could have been doing. 
You were... there. You even followed me to New York, even as | 
gave less and less back-and I’m sorry about that, | really am-” 


“You don't need to be,” she interrupted. “You were in over your head. 
You're a lot younger than | am.” 


“| know. | felt even younger.” 
“Being a teenager affected you very strongly.” 


“Yeah,” | muttered. “Drawbacks. Never again.” | coughed into my fist, 
then ventured, “Can | ask...” 


“When you became family to me?” Homura guessed. | gave her a 
sheepish smile. “Of course you can, but... listen to my whole answer 
before you react?” 


| nodded solemnly. 


“| played the part of your sister while we were on Bet, but it was a 
role. No, it’s not your fault | ‘bothered’,” she insisted, knowing full well 
what I'd be thinking. “As | said at the time, | was happier when | let 
myself fall into the role, and nothing you did or didn’t do would have 
made it less of an ‘act’-though that isn’t quite the right word-and that 
doesn’t invalidate your answer, either. | did see you as my sister, but 
only because | let the import memories guide my thinking. That’s 
why | expected it to end once the Jump did. After all, you’d be back 
to your normal self, and-well, | knew you weren't the person you 
could have become, but | still looked at you as someone who”-she 
cut herself off with a grimace-“nevermind. You don’t want to hear 
about her.” 


| nodded again. 


“So | expected it to end,” she continued. “To some extent it did, 
because once we left Bet, | wasn’t Emily and you weren't Kasey, but 
if I’m honest, it was harder than | expected. Being family with 
someone | didn’t have to keep secrets from was new, as I’ve said, 
and I’d let my walls down more than I'd intended-but they were walls 
| still fully intended to rebuild. 


“But when we sat down to have our talk, and you told me about why 
you wanted to stay and how little you loved your life back home... 
when you went into how you didn’t feel like you could justify simply 
existing... well. Knowing that you'd felt the same way | had and 
struggled with the same things | struggle with made me feel a sense 
of... | suppose ‘kinship’ really is the best word for it. | never-” 


She stopped again while she decided whether or not she wanted to 
finish that thought. 


“| wouldn’t have thought the character | saw in the show had ever felt 
like that.” 


“Was | that cool?” | asked, falling back on humor to push aside the 
discomfort of being compared to my future self again. 


The question brought a wry grin to Homura’s face. “No,” she said, 
“you were a dork. But you stalled the Second American Civil War in 
one tiny town in Arizona long enough for the war effort to cause the 
Anglo-American Fascist Union to collapse.” 


“Nothing about that sentence will ever make sense.” 


“Very little of the show did.” 


“And for dessert, we have a flight of seasonal pies. Apple, cherry, 
pumpkin, pecan, and sweet potato,” Roxy announced as she set a 
tray of five little pie slivers down in front of each of us. “Does it feel 
weird to be served your own pies?” 


“I’m used to it,” Homura said. 


“Guess you would be, since they’re everywhere. Hope you enjoyed 
your Thanksgiving dinner!” 


“It’s not over yet,” | said, eyes fixed on the helpless pies before me. 
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“| could definitely have eaten more,” | said as we climbed the steps 
up to the apartment. We’d already dismissed the enchantment on 
our clothes, returning the formal wear to its natural state of simple, 
everyday clothes-‘no shortcuts’ be damned, neither of us wanted to 
walk six blocks in heels while badly under-dressed for the weather. 
“That's not something I’m used to saying on Thanksgiving.” 


“Comes of having the portions set for you,” Homura replied. She 
fished the key out of her purse and let us in, flicking on the hallway 
light as we doffed our shoes. “You reserved that table months in 
advance, didn’t you?” 


“Yeah, | did. | figured | could cancel it if you didn’t want to go.” 
“I’m glad you did.” 


“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” | cleared my throat as we lingered by the 
door. “I, uh, you said you didn’t want me to acknowledge your 
birthday, but | felt like | needed to find some way to express how 
much all this means to me. You've done a lot for me. That birthday 
party was... maybe it wasn’t a huge thing, but it was just so... So 
perfect for what it was. This is me trying to return some of that, uh, 
care, | guess. Thanksgiving is for family, so...” 


Homura’s hand on my shoulder snapped me out of my failure to 
express whatever my current feelings actually were. “I think | 
understand,” she said. “You did well.” 


“Good.” The laugh as | rubbed my neck was still self-conscious as 
hell. “I spent all year trying to figure out if | should get you a gift,” | 
admitted, “and what I’d get you if | did, and | kind of... came up 
empty on that.” 


“| don’t care.” She gave me a brief hug before pulling back so | could 
see her smile-the same smile | was sure | had plastered over my 
face. “I don’t need things. This was perfect.” 


“How do you want to spend the rest of the day? We already watched 
a bunch of movies-” 


“| wouldn't say no to another-but you have to pick it, this time.” 


“Sure.” 


| must have eaten more than I'd realized, since | barely made it 
halfway through The Martian before | fell asleep. 


Chapter 95: Reappearances 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 95: Reappearances 


After one too many games of Wii bowling that winter, Homura 
decided we should make use of the actual bowling alley within 
walking distance of our apartment. So we did. 


Bob’s Big Bowling was a relic of another age. A well-preserved relic, 
perhaps, but a relic all the same. The front door let visitors into an 
‘arcade’ consisting of two pinball machines that had been new in the 
‘70s and a Mrs. Pacman machine, all sitting on that interminable 
barf-colored office carpet. The bowling portion of the bowling alley 
lay to the left, a journey that would take new arrivals right by the only 
employee in evidence: a middle-aged man reading a car magazine 
behind the counter. Above and behind him hung a board listing the 
various quantities of bowling one could buy; ball and shoe rentals 
were free, which was nice. To the left lay a menu for snacks, the 
actual items hidden behind a taped-up sign reading ‘kitchen out of 
service’ that had likely been there for some time. 


Approaching the counter gave us a look at the rest of the area. 
There were twelve lanes to bowl, but only eight were in service. The 
other four had been closed for some time; like the kitchen sign, the 
‘Out of Order’ signs had faded from age. The lanes were all 
electronically scored, but with what was probably the original system 
installed back when that technology was new-the ancient CRT 
televisions mounted on the ceiling looked to be displaying 256-color 
video. 


We paid for a single game for two players, got our shoes and 
bowling balls, and headed down to lane 10. 


“Oh, hey, Cass! Akemi!” 


Only three of the functioning lanes were in use, even on a Saturday, 
but who should be in the lane next to ours but Lewis, Mark, Paul, 
and Dan, already most of the way through their game? 


Compared to Paul and Lewis, Mark and Dan were older-late thirties, 
rather than twenties, maybe even into their forties. It was hard to tell 
which of them was older; Mark’s face was more heavily lined, but 
Dan had a lot more gray in his hair. My guess was that Mark was the 
elder, while Dan had just gone gray early. 


“Hello everyone,” Homura said. 

“Hey, guys,” | echoed. “Who’s winning?” 

Three out of four people turned to glare at Lewis. 

“I’m just having a lucky streak, is all,” he said. 

“Lucky streak?” Paul grumbled. “You’re fifty points up.” 

“Yeah, and next week I'll come in last. You'll see.” 

“Is this a weekly thing?” | asked. 

Mark shook his head. “It’s a ‘whenever our schedules line up’ thing.” 
“Is that more or less often than once a week?” 

“Much less, unfortunately.” 


“Too many freaking restaurants in this town, | Swear,” Dan grumbled 
as he rejoined the group. “Your turn, Mark.” 


“There aren’t that many, are there?” | asked as Mark walked over to 
retrieve his ball. 


“Nah,” Paul said. “They’re just always busy ’cause we're so close to 
Apoapolis.” 


“Too many out-of-towners,” Dan added. “This place looked 
completely different thirty years ago. Used to be a proper small town, 
not a glorified shopping center.” 


“Don’t start with that back-in-my-day stuff,” Paul grumbled. “You’re 
not old enough for that shit. Do you even remember thirty years 
ago?” 


“Of course | do.” 
“You're what, thirty-five? Maybe forty?” 
Dan scoffed. “You're off by a decade. I’m fifty-six!” 


“Seriously?” Paul asked. | had to agree; in fact, I’d almost asked the 
same thing right along with him. 


“The anger keeps him young,” Lewis quipped. 
Paul turned to him. “You knew he was in his fifties?” 
“No, I’m just not surprised.” 


“What's that supposed to mean?” Dan asked, turning a baleful eye 
on the younger man. 


“Well, | tried to picture you yelling ‘Get off my lawn’, and it didn’t take 
much imagination at all!” 


All three men guffawed heartily. 
“Seriously, though,” Paul said. “The tourists aren't that bad.” 


“Says you,” Dan grumbled. “Some days | feel like I’m living ina 
shopping mall.” 


“And we’re the food court?” Lewis asked. 
“Hurray,” | deadpanned. 


Homura gave Dan a sympathetic look. “World keeps getting smaller, 
doesn’t it?” 


“Dunno about smaller,” Dan said. “Sure is getting something-er.” 
“Something-er?” Paul repeated. 


“Something-er.” Dan leaned around Paul to yell at Mark, “Stop 
staring at the pins and bowl, man!” 


The man in question shot him a dirty look, then sent the ball down 
the lane for a split. 


“This is your fault,” he told Dan as he waited for his bowling ball to 
cycle. 


“For God’s sake, man. Like any of us are gonna catch Lewis at this 
rate.” 


Lewis proceeded to roll his next shot straight into the gutter, but that 
still wasn’t enough to make the game close. 
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Remember my comment about learning a lot of names and 
birthdays? The pink-haired girl who’d been in here back in October-| 
hadn't committed her name to memory at the time-reappeared a 
week before Christmas in the presence of a middle-aged woman 
with equally flamboyant pink hair. 


“Welcome to Home Sweet Home,” | said, my smile a bit more 
sincere than normal. “How can | help you?” 


The pair exchanged a grin. 


“Birthday cake,” the older pinkette said. 
“Birthday cake!” the younger pinkette repeated. 


“A week lead-time is fine, right?” the older added. “We'd like to pick it 
up on the twenty-third.” 


“No problem.” | turned to address the younger girl. “Your birthday’s 
two days before Christmas? My condolences.” 


“Thanks,” she said without sarcasm. “It’s probably not as bad as 
being two days after Christmas, but it’s still lame.” 


“What kind of cake do you want, sweetie?” her mother-| assume- 
asked. 


The girl dithered for a moment, then asked, “Can you do a German 
chocolate cake?” 


“Sure.” 

Her mother frowned. “Isn’t Danielle allergic to coconuts?” 

“’m not inviting her!” the girl said. “She decided | wasn’t cool enough 
and hangs out with the ‘in girls’ now. She shoved me last week and 


called me a nerd just to look cool!” 


“She did?” the mother asked. “Well, I'll be telling her mother about 
that at the next-” 


“Mom, no!” 
“Sweetie-” 


“How large a cake would you like?” | interjected as though | couldn't 
hear their argument. 


Once back on topic, their order was simple and took less than a 
minute to note down. | learned the older woman’s name because her 


credit card read Amberly Hawthorne, and the daughter’s name 
because the decoration order was ‘Happy Birthday, Ashley’. 


“In red!” Ashley added, grinning ear to ear at the prospect of cake. 


“... In red,” | repeated, noting her preference with a flourish. “While 
you’re here, would you like a free sample of our Christmas cookies?” 


The sample convinced them to buy a whole box, which only made 
me feel slightly like a sleazy, up-selling saleswoman. 
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Our winter holidays weren't much different from the previous year’s. 
We visited Max, Gary, and Zeke on Christmas, then spent New 

Year’s Eve with our oddball table-waiting fraternity. Homura brought 
twice as many pies this time, so they lasted more than ten minutes. 


There were still no leftovers. 


We talked and laughed and ate, the ball dropped, and then it was 
January for all of a week before we were buried in snow and ice- 
slightly too late for a white Christmas, and all the more annoying for 
it. Fortunately for me (and everyone who wanted our pastries), the 
town kept the roads nice and clear, so we could put chains on the 
van’s tires and carry on as normal. 


The end of the winter holidays meant a sudden dearth of customers, 
as it had the year before. | was thus extremely pleased to see five 
jacket-swaddled highschoolers trudge up to the door of Home Sweet 
Home. All three of the kids who'd been here last time were present, 
as well as another girl-a brunette who had a few inches’ advantage 
over the other girls-and a boy who was about the same height. 


“-lucky she’s working today,” the blonde girl was telling Ashley as 
they entered the shop. “Hey, miss, we can still eat here, right?” 


“As long as you clean up after yourselves,” | replied with a sincere 
smile. “I appreciate the company.” 


“Nice,” the tall girl said. “How'd you set that up?” 


Ashley fielded that question. “We ducked out of the cold back in 
October-” 


“September,” the brunette who'd been here that day corrected her. 


“Back in September,” Ashley amended. “There was no one in here, 
so | figured we might as well ask-” 


“! decided to ask,” the blonde said. “You told me not to bother her.” 
“Whatever, Chloe. Someone asked, she said yes. Ta-da.” 

| gave Ashley a mental thank-you for reminding me of her name. 
Unfading my memory may be, but | still needed to commit something 


to memory first. 


“| still feel like we're intruding on her hospitality,” the shorter brunette 
grumbled. 


“She doesn't mind,” Ashley insisted as she guided the rest of the 
group to the table. “You don’t mind, right?” 


“Nope!” | called. “Happy to have you!” 
“See?” 


“She even offered us free samples,” Chloe told the new girl, “but 
Megan was like, nooo, we can't take samples if we’re not gonna buy 
anything, that’s stealing.” 


“| do not sound like that,” Megan-someone had finally said her 
name!-whined. “I said the samples weren't for us.” She punctuated 
her protest by taking a massive bite out of her sandwich. 


“She’s kinda right,” the new girl said. “Samples are for customers. 
Or, like, people who are gonna be customers, hopefully.” 


“She offered, though,” Chloe said, meaning me. | waved, but none of 
them were paying enough attention to notice. 


“Still.” 
“Relax, Nat, it’s not like we’re gonna get in trouble for it.” 


“Don’t call me Nat!” the new girl complained. “Natalie isn’t that hard 
to say!” 


“What's wrong with Nat?” 

“Gnats are bugs!” 

“Well, I’m a customer now, right?” Ashley said, raising her voice 
slightly to drown out the new argument. “I got my birthday cake from 
here.” 

“That was from here?” Megan asked. “That was an awesome cake.” 
“It was so good!” 


“Did you get to try the cookies, too?” Chloe asked. 


“Christmas cookies, yeah,” Ashley confirmed, “but we ate the whole 
box in, like, one day.” 


“Wow.” 


“Yeah. Mom said we can’t get more because Dad can’t control 
himself.” 


The others giggled. “That’s harsh,” Natalie said. 


“And totally unfair, because she ate as many as we did!” 


“We are definitely trying the cookies,” Chloe said. “Shush, Megan.” 
“| didn’t say anything!” Megan said. 

“Were you gonna?” 

There was a pause. 

“| might not’ve,” Megan mumbled. Chloe smugged at her. 


“Don’t worry, Meg,” Ashley said. “We like you because you're weird, 
not in spite of it!” 


The boy spoke up. “Say, Megan, did you really tell your teacher you 
wanted to be a witch when you grew up?” 


“Who told you that story?” Megan demanded. “It was Ashley, wasn’t 
it? Ashhhhleeeey!” 


“A: you can’t prove it was me,” Ashley said, holding up one finger. “B: 
it’s not slander if it’s true. And C: it was a wizard, Mike.” 


“Aren’t wizards guys?” 

“Girls can be wizards!” Megan yelled. “Rowling is just sexist!” 
“You don't like Harry Potter?” Chloe asked. 

“Oh, like in Dungeons and Dragons,” Mike said. 


“More like So You Want to be a Wizard,” Ashley said. “She loves that 
book.” 


“It's a good book,” Megan mumbled. “Although Dungeons and 
Dragons is cool too, | guess.” 


Mike shrugged. “I don’t play, | just know it, like, culturally.” 


“You don't have to be ashamed of playing Dungeons and Dragons!” 


“I’m not ashamed, | just don’t play!” 


“Wait, back up!” Chloe yelled. “Megan, queen of all fantasy lit, 
doesn’t like Harry Potter?” 


Megan shook her head. “I don’t care about the books, | don't like 
Rowling herself.” 


“Like, personally?” Mike asked. 


“Her politics are vile and she uses her popularity as a platform to 
promote views that hurt people.” 


There was a moment’s pause at that pronouncement. 

“Is it okay to enjoy something if you hate the author?” Natalie asked. 
“| mean, in the abstract, can you enjoy something without supporting 
the people behind it? | don’t mean, like, financially-that’s part of it, 
obviously, but like, if you ignore that...” 

“Like if you borrowed the book from the library,” Chloe said. 


“Yeah, exactly. Can you enjoy the work even if the author is, uh... 
‘pad’ somehow?” 


“| hope so,” Ashley said. 
“Why?” Natalie asked. 


“Because a lot of famous people are jerks, and if I'm Supposed to not 
like their stuff because they’re jerks, there’s gonna be nothing left!” 


“Do you think fame makes people jerks?” Chloe asked. “Or are jerks 
more likely to get famous?” 


“They’re not all jerks,” Megan said. “I hope.” 


“| said ‘a lot’, not ‘all’,” Ashley said. 


“Maybe fame just gives people the freedom to be jerks?” Mike 
suggested. “Like, once you’re famous, you can get away with more 
shit.” 


“Maybe,” Megan said, “but that’s more for, like, ‘being a dick’ rather 
than being an antisemite or whatever.” 


“No, you can get away with being more racist, too. People tell you 
‘no’ less when you’re important.” 


“| thought it might be, you Know, stress or something,” Chloe said. 


“Nah,” Ashley said. “Then there wouldn't be any non-jerk celebrities. 
Hey, are you guys done eating?” 


“No, you cannot have my sandwich,” Natalie said. 
“| don’t want your lunch, | want cookies.” 
“Are you going to buy one?” Megan insisted. 


Ashley rubbed the back of her head with one hand. “I don’t have 
money with me today, but maybe next week?” 


“We don’t have to buy anything,” Chloe said. 


Mike threw his hat in with the brunettes. “It’s kinda rude, though, isn’t 
it?” 


“| wouldn’t say rude,” Natalie said, “but it is kinda... | dunno. It feels 
like we’re gonna get caught, if that makes sense?” 


“By who?” Ashley asked. “It’s not like we’re sneaking around behind 
her back.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at me for emphasis. 


“What if we get her in trouble, though?” Megan asked. 


“If it was a problem, she wouldn't have offered.” 


“| guess that’s true,” Natalie said. “You're sure she’s not expecting us 
to buy something afterward?” 


“Ask her yourself,” Chloe suggested. 
“I dunno, that feels rude, too.” 


“Girls,” Ashley said. “Cookies.” She and Chloe stood up and harried 
the other three kids towards the counter. 


“Did you have a nice lunch?” | asked. The group nodded or 
murmured assent, distracted by the cookie display. 


“What was the other book you mentioned?” Mike asked Megan. “The 
one you did like?” 


“So You Want to Be a Wizard. It’s the first of the Young Wizards 
series.” 


“| read those when | was a kid,” | said. “I don’t really remember any 
of them except the first, though.” 


“It's a good book!” she repeated. “! wanted a manual of my own so 
badly as a kid. I’d have settled for a Hogwarts letter, even.” 


Doesn't that strike a chord. 

“Me too,” | admitted. 

“And now you’re working at a pastry shop,” Megan muttered, then 
turned bright red and stammered, “Which is cool! You get paid? 
That’s very, like, adult and stuff kill me.” 

Natalie came to her rescue by clearing her throat and asking, “Is it, 
uh, is it okay if we, like, try some samples even if we’re not going to 
buy anything?” 


“Sure,” | said, “it’s no problem. These are things that didn’t come out 
looking good enough to sell.” | wasn’t actually sure how many of said 


items were due to actual error versus Homura making sure there 
were enough ‘defective’ items to turn into samples, but the result 
was the same. To make my attitude perfectly clear, | picked up the 
tray in question and held it out to the kids. 


Natalie still looked doubtful, so | added, “If no one else eats them, 
that just means | will.” 


Megan stopped hiding behind Mike long enough to take a closer look 
at the tray. “Oh, that’s just not fair,” she muttered. 


One by one, the kids selected a sample-all cookie bits-then stepped 
back and formed a circle before all taking their bites at once. 


There was a pause. 


“Oh my god this is so good!” five voices cried out in sync, which was 
really par for the course with Homura’s baking. 


Mission complete, the kids headed back to their table for the rest of 
the break. Even Ashley wasn’t bold enough to ask for seconds, 
though I’d have obliged her if she had. 


“Are you going to be here tomorrow?” Megan asked me as the 
others gathered their things. 


“Sure am.” 

“We'll actually buy something tomorrow,” she promised. “Right?” 
“Sure, if you’re paying-joke! It was a joke!” Ashley squealed as 
Megan unleashed her fiercest glare. “Fine, | guess this is as gooda 
use of my allowance as any.” 
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“The kids came back.” 


“The same group?” 


“Yeah, plus a new member. And they actually tried the samples this 
time.” 


“That explains the mess.” 

Homura and | were cleaning up the shop for the evening, as usual. 
For obvious reasons, there were an unusual amount of crumbs 
around the counter. 


“Think this is going to be a regular thing?” she asked. 


| shrugged. “They promised to actually buy something tomorrow, but 
we'll see if they follow through.” 


“What do you think?” 

“I’m optimistic?” | hedged. “Why?” 
“Should | make something special?” 
“Like what?” 


She sent me a mischievous grin, then beckoned me back into the 
kitchen to show me her latest addition to the store’s baking 
equipment. “I ordered these back in November, but they didn’t get 
here in time for New Year’s,” she explained. “I’m not sure there’s 
much market for them, even as a novelty, but | wanted to make a 
batch anyway. Think they'd appreciate it?” 


“| know one of them would. And I'd like to try one as well.” 


Homura’s grin widened. “I guess we’ll misplace a couple.” 


There were even more kids the next day: a girl with black-or perhaps 
very dark blue-hair in a boyish cut and a boy who stuck out from the 
crowd like a cornstalk in a grassy field. 


“Wow, | didn’t know this place existed!” the new girl said as she 
looked around. (We'd been here for more than a year, darn it!) 
“How’d you hear about it?” 

“We walked by,” Ashley said. 

“That's it?” 

“Yup.” 


“Huh.” The new girl took another look around, as though that detail 
had changed her read of the place. “Do they serve coffee?” 


“| don’t think so.” 
“Aw. Then why do they have a seating area?” 
“Dunno,” Ashley said. “No one uses it.” 


“Well, not that we’ve seen,” Natalie corrected her. “How many times 
have you been here?” 


“Uh... four?” 

“Three,” Chloe said, “even if you count this time.” 

“No, | came here for my birthday cake, remember?” 

“Oh, right.” 

The group sat down and began unpacking their lunches. 

“So, what did you guys do over the holidays?” Mike asked. 

“My parents had another terrible New Year’s Eve party,” Megan said. 
“What’s so terrible about that?” 


“The fact that it was my parents hosting it. What did you do?” 


“Uh, my brother came home from college for Christmas, so that was 
fun.” 


“What college?” Chloe asked. 

“University of Texas. He’s studying structural engineering.” Mike 
turned to the other boy. “What about you, dude? What’d you do for 
Christmas?” 

“Not much,” the other boy said. Even sitting down, he was a couple 
inches taller than everyone else, and so quiet | wouldn't have been 
able to hear him if there were anyone else in the shop. “My parents 
switch holidays every year, so this year it was Christmas with my 
mom and New Year’s with my dad.” 

“Are they still living right across the street from each other?” 


“No, Dad moved across town back in May. And it was never ‘right 
across the street’, they were a block apart.” 


“That still sounds really awkward,” the new girl said. 


“They’re still friends, they’re just not in love anymore and want to see 
other people.” 


“That sounds even more awkward!” 
There was a pause. 


“How was your break, Kaitlyn?” Mike asked, finally naming the new 
girl for me. “Wait, let me guess: you played video games all day.” 


“You know me so well,” Kaitlyn drawled. 
“| helped,” Natalie added. “Couch co-op for the win.” 


“Oh?” Ashley asked. “You didn’t strike me as a gamer.” 


“Well, | mean, | don’t own any myself, but I'll play a game if you put it 
in front of me.” 


“Especially if it’s a Star Wars game,” Kaitlyn added. 
“Ooh, which?” Mike asked. 

“Lego Star Wars.” 

“Nice.” 


“| finished my replay of Massive Effects, as well,” she added. “I love 
those games.” 


“Too bad the third one sucked.” 


“No it didn’t!” Kaitlyn whined. “People only hate ME3 because it 
didn’t go the way they wanted. It had the best gameplay, good 
writing, and it reflected your prior choices a lot more than anyone 
gives it credit for. People meme about ‘differently colored endings’ 
because they ignore all the ways the sub-plots could end. Was it 
perfect? No! It was rushed and didn’t deliver as much as the studio 
promised. It’s still a damned good game and |’m sick of people 
ragging on it for ‘gamer cred’!” 


Mike blinked at her. “Sorry...?” 
“You're excited for the next one, then?” Natalie asked. 


“Hell yes, I’m excited! A whole new galaxy! | can’t wait to see what 
they do now that they don’t have to deal with the Reaper plot.” 


| Kept my mouth shut. Nothing | could say would spare her from the 
pain. 


“Ooh, speaking of outer space,” Megan said. “Did you hear about the 
UFO sighting in Moperville last year?” 


“Yes,” Ashley grumbled, “we heard about the UFO sighting in 
Moperville last year.” From her tone, they had heard about it many 
times. 


Well, some of them had. “UFOs?” Natalie asked. “Really?” 
“Don’t get her started,” Chloe warned them. 


Megan was undeterred. “Really! Witnesses said they circled the big 
tower twice before heading off into the suburbs. | think they were 
having trouble reading the map.” 


“Megan,” Kaitlyn said gently, “you know UFOs aren't real... right?” 
“Come on, Kate, let me have my fun.” 


“She wants to believe,” Chloe added, which got Ashley started on 
loudly humming the X-Files theme. Megan pouted at the pair. 


Natalie decided to change the subject. “Since we’re talking about 
space and spaceships: which was the best Star Trek series, Ash?” 


Ashley’s face lit up at the mention of her favorite subject. “Oh, that’s 
hard,” she whined-as though she didn’t relish the chance to lecture 
everyone on her favorite Nerd Vice. “It’s definitely one of the earlier 
sequels. | like the Original Series, but it’s good because it’s bad, if 
that makes sense, and Enterprise was very... well, it tried.” 


A few kids chuckled at the faint praise. 


“As for the good series,” she continued, “Deep Space Nine was 
awesome, but it didn’t have the same ‘mood’ as The Next 
Generation. Both are good, but Tee-En-Gee is very, like, eighties TV. 
Almost completely episodic, so there’s not enough continuity to tell a 
story that needs more than an hour or two to cover. Dee-Ess-Nine is 
more ‘modern’-more continuity, deeper character arcs, and darker 
subjects-but it had to trade in some of TNG’s optimism to do that.” 


“So?” Kaitlyn prompted. 


“So you can’t really say one is better than the other. It’s like trying to 
compare Firefly and Battlestar Galactica. Ah, that makes me wonder 
what DS9 would have been like if it had come after BSG, when 
studios trusted audiences to follow a plot throughout an entire 
season.” 


“So TNG, DS9Y, and Voyager are just too different to say which one is 
best, then?” 


“TNG and DS9, yes,” Ashley agreed. “Voyager was a dumpster fire.” 
“Why?” 


“Because they took the plot of Lost In Space and then forgot about it. 
They couldn't decide whether they wanted to make a darker-and- 
edgier Trek or a stranger-and-wackier Trek, so they split the 
difference and got nonsense. The characterization was so 
inconsistent as to be nonexistent, the plots generally required 
everyone involved to be total idiots, and the ‘science’ was bad 
enough to break suspension of disbelief even for longtime Trek fans- 
and let me tell you, we will put up with a /ot. Every good episode 
back to back would run barely two seasons, and they had seven.” 


“What's wrong with Seven?” Natalie asked. 

“What?” Ashley asked. 

“She only exists for the sake of fanservice,” Kaitlyn said. 
“Which is probably why Allie doesn’t mind,” Chloe added. 
“What?” Natalie asked. “Are you saying I’m gay?” 

“No!” Chloe yelped. “And it would be fine if you were-!” 


“It would be fine,” Kaitlyn emphasized with a threatening glare 
around the table. “Right?” 


“-| was mocking Star Wars and Slave Leia,” Chloe finished. 


“Oh.” Natalie gave a sheepish laugh. “Okay, yeah, that outfit was 
definitely worse-but you really shouldn’t throw stones, miss anime 
queen. And of course it would be fine, but it’s still rude to-” 


“No, no,” Ashley yelled over the chaos. “I meant they had seven 
seasons! Voyager ran for seven seasons! That means that less than 
One in three episodes were actually good.” 


“You made that statistic up,” Kaitlyn said. 


“l’m estimating,” Ashley whined. “You have about two seasons worth 
of good episodes out of seven total seasons, that’s less than one in 
three.” 


“Where'd you get the first number?” 

“Estimating!” she repeated. “The point is, the writing was bad. Look, 
in terms you can understand: TNG is Tiberium Dawn, DS9 is 
Tiberium Sun, and Voyager is Generals.” 

Kaitlyn gasped in horror. 


“So what did you do over break, Nat?” Mike asked. 


“Don't call me Nat!” Natalie whined. “And it was the usual for my 
family: baking Christmas cookies with Mom and decorating the tree 
with Dad.” 


“Wasn't there a Star Wars marathon on New Year’s Eve?” Ashley 
asked. 


“It was New Year’s Day, but yeah. | skipped the first half-” 


“What?” Kaitlyn interjected. “You passed on a Star Wars marathon? 
Who are you and what have you done with Natalie?” 


“Look, | love the prequels for adding so much to the universe,” 
Natalie said, “but | also hate them as, like, movies? The only 
redeeming features are the memes.” 


“Okay, fair, the writing is kind of a mess.” 


“For one thing, it doesn’t have a main character. The original trilogy 
has Luke; you start with him on Tatooine-” 


“You start with R2-D2 on board the Tantive IV,” Kaitlyn said. 


“You start with R2-D2 in orbit of Tatooine,” Natalie insisted. “Why do 
you know the name of the ship?” 


“Star Wars Battlefront.” 


“Of course,” she muttered. “Anyway, like, New Hope had a space 
battle in the first thirty seconds to catch your attention, but it’s only 
important to the plot because it gets Luke involved, and the action 
follows him for the entire trilogy. The prequels don’t have that focus. 
Is it about Obi-Wan or Anakin? Padme? Heck, a ‘start of darkness’ 
with Palpatine as the main character would have made a better 
trilogy-at least it would’ve been coherent. But, like, the character 
focus is far from the only problem with the prequels. There’s also the 
midichlorians, the racist caricatures, the romance, the dialogue...” 


“What about the whole ‘road to the dark side’ thing for Anakin?” Mike 
asked. “Like... Palpatine got Anakin to kill Dooku because he was 
‘too dangerous’ to take alive, and that was eeevil. Then Mace Windu 
wants to do the exact same thing to Palpatine and that would have 
been right? Come on, Lucas, at least create a consistent moral 
framework for your cool psychic space magic.” 


“No, hold on-! think that was intentional. That’s why Anakin just 
straight-up jumps off the slippery slope: he sees the Jedi as 
hypocrites who are all too eager to kill the only person who’s offered 
him any hope of saving Padme. That’s why he says, ‘From my point 
of view, the Jedi are evil!’-like, the movie doesn’t do a good job of 
exploring his reasoning at al/, but there’s some logic to it if you 
squint.” 


“Only a Sith deals in absolutes?” Kaitlyn offered. 


Mike rolled his eyes. “Very funny.” 
“No, she has a point,” Natalie said. “There’s an argument to be made 
that Dooku wasn’t too dangerous to let live, but Palpatine was. It’s 


another line that’s really cheesy because the movie forgets to put 
context behind it, but it could make sense. Sorta.” 


“For someone who hates the prequels, you sure do defend them a 
lot,” Kaitlyn joked. 


“l’m not defending them! If anything, things like that just make it 
obvious how bad the movies were! Just throwing things out without 
context or explanation is, like, major fail.” 

Chloe rolled her eyes. “God, you guys are nerds.” 


“Like you're not,” Ashley shot back. 


“At least I’m not a Star Wars nerd. That's like the vanilla ice cream of 
nerd-back me up here, Megan.” 


“I’m pretty sure actual science is the real ‘vanilla’ nerd,” Megan said. 


“Nah, that’s, like, no flavoring at all. Like leaving ice cream ‘milk’ 
flavored.” 


“Would Trek be chocolate, then?” Kaitlyn asked. 


“Sure,” Ashley said. “I like chocolate.” She glanced at Megan and 
giggled. “And fantasy is vanilla with nuts!” 


“Hey!” Megan squawked, sending a stern look at the other girl. 
Ashley’s response was to lean over to Kaitlyn and stage-whisper, 
“She told our fourth grade teacher she wanted to be a wizard 
because she thought magic was real.” 


“Stop telling people that story!” 


=--XS=XKS=X=-- 
Eventually, the kids made their way over to the counter. 


“Oh my god!” Chloe yelled, pointing at a tray full of cakes shaped like 
fish. “Is that tailyaki?” 


| did my best to keep my smile ‘professionally friendly’ rather than 
‘parely holding back laughter’ as | answered, “Yes, it is.” 


“What's talyaki?” Kaitlyn asked. 

Megan pulled a smart-phone out of her purse. “How do you spell it?” 
“It's an anime thing,” Ashley grumbled. 

“Anime... pastry?” Kaitlyn seemed confused by the concept. 

“You know, something that shows up a lot in anime,” Ashley 
explained. “It’s a cultural thing, like their version of funnel cakes or 
something.” 

“Do they not have funnel cakes in Japan?” Natalie asked. 


“| have no idea-I meant it’s, like, festival food or something.” 


The girls looked to Chloe for answers, but she was dead-focused on 
the taiyaki and didn’t register their questions. 


“Taiyaki, literally ‘baked sea bream’, is a Japanese fish-shaped 
cake,” Megan read off her smartphone. “It imitates the shape of the 
tai-Japanese red sea bream-which it is named after.” 


“But why is it shaped like a fish in the first place?” Kaitlyn asked. 


“Uh, let’s see...” Megan muttered as she skimmed the article. 
“Wikipedia says it’s for ‘good luck’. That doesn’t really explain much, 
does it?” She looked up from her phone at the tray and added, “! 
kinda thought they’d be savory, to be honest.” 


“Nope,” Chloe said, having finally snapped out of her daze. “They’ve 
got a sweet filling, like a jelly donut. Hey, miss, what’s in these?” 


“The ones on the right are custard,” | told her, “and the ones on the 
left are authentic sweet bean paste.” 


“Authentic...?!” She started digging through her jacket pockets, 
coming up with a handful of loose coins and a crumpled dollar bill. 
“Ashley, | need to borrow-no, shut up, this is important.” 

Ashley folded her arms, so Chloe turned to Megan, who hid her face 
in her hands and whispered a prayer to god, then to Kaitlyn, who 
stared at her in befuddlement. 


“If you wanted a cookie so badly, why didn’t you bring money?” Mike 
asked. 


“| didn’t know I’d want one!” 


Natalie came to her rescue. “I can spot you ten if you pay me back 
tomorrow.” 


“Promise!” Chloe raced over and hugged the other girl hard enough 
to stagger her. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you.” 


Ashley leaned over to Megan and whispered, “Five bucks says she 
doesn’t even like it.” 


“No bet.” 
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That evening, Homura and | used the up-to-now largely ceremonial 
Employee Break Room to enjoy some ta/yaki ourselves. | had 
custard; she had azuki bean paste. 


“Did they like the tailyaki?” she asked. 


“One of them certainly did.” 


“The otaku?” 
“Of course. And | definitely like mine.” 


Homura offered me her ta/yaki, and we traded to sample the other 
flavor. 


“No offense to your culture, Homura, but | think | like the custard 
better.” 


“| think that reflects more poorly on your culture than mine.” 
“Touche.” 
We traded back. 


“You know,” she said, “if you want to draw in more sit-down 
customers, offering coffee would be a good way to do it. How do you 
feel about branching out a little?” 


“Unenthused.” 
“What about tea, then?” 
“Less unenthused,” | admitted. “What are you thinking?” 


“We put a hot water dispenser somewhere and charge people for the 
tea bag.” 


“Sounds good. Nice and simple.” 


The comment earned me a curious look. “What were you 
expecting?” 


“| dunno, having to measure out loose-leaf tea or learn to make 
jasmine pearls or something.” 


“Oh, that’s a good idea. We can do specialty teas, maybe even grow 
our own tea on the roof.” 


| laughed because | thought she was kidding. The next day, we were 
taking measurements for her new rooftop garden. 


“The town won't give us the permits to put a greenhouse on the 
roof,” Homura told me over breakfast two weeks later. “They say it'll 
‘disrupt the skyline’ of downtown.” 


“Oh,” | said, not terribly disappointed. “We can still sell normal tea, 
though.” 


“I'll order some bulk tea.” 
“Bagged?” 

She paused. 

“In bags,” she grumbled. 
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Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 
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The kids kept coming back, usually once or twice a week. They 
didn’t buy cookies often, but that didn’t stop me from offering them 
samples, nor did it stop them from accepting. They were 
entertaining, if nothing else; maybe | should have felt bad about 
eavesdropping, but they were loud enough it would have taken 
serious effect not to listen in. 


| was formally introduced to the group about three weeks later. The 
kids had saved up money again-or badgered their parents for it-so | 


was taking their cookie orders when Natalie decided to ask me, “Are 
you here every day?” 


“Weekdays, yes.” 

“All day?” 

“Seven to three-someone else closes.” 

She did a quick spot of mental math. “Forty hours a week, huh?” 
“Yeah. Used to do sixty, but we hired help over the summer.” 

Natalie looked at me like | was crazy. 

“It was just the two of us,” | explained as | rung up her purchase of a 


coconut macadamia cookie. “My sister does all the baking-here’s 
your change-so | ran the register. Run the register.” 


“Oh! You own the place?” She dropped the change into her purse, 
then held her hand out to shake. “I’m Natalie-‘Allie’ if you really need 
to shorten it, but | prefer Natalie.” 

“Don’t call her Nat,” Ashley added. She, Kaitlyn, Chloe, and Mike 
chorused, “Gnats are bugs,” then squealed as Natalie feigned a 
lunge in their direction. 

“Cassandra,” | said. “Nice to meet you, Natalie.” 

“Kaitlyn,” Kaitlyn volunteered. “That’s K-A-I and Y.” 

“I’m Ashley,” Ashley said, “and this is Chloe and Megan.” 


“I’m Mike,” Mike said, then elbowed the taller boy until he introduced 
himself as well. His name was Nick. 


“He doesn’t talk,” Ashley said. 
“| talk,” Nick whined. 
| smiled at them. “Hello, everyone.” 


Natalie gave a polite cough. “Thank you for letting us eat here, Miss 
Cassandra. I, uh, kinda figured you let us in because you didn’t get 
paid enough to care.” Chloe and Ashley nodded, having thought the 
same. 


“It’s not like anyone else needed the tables,” | said, “and | do enjoy 
having people here. And you don’t need to call me ‘Miss’.” 


“Why do you have tables?” Kaitlyn asked. “Seems a little odd to have 
a sit-down cookie shop.” 


| shrugged. “We serve cake by the slice, too, and that’s easier to eat 
at a table.” 


“Oh, yeah, | guess.” 


“We also sell tea now, if anyone likes that.” 
“Cool!” Chloe said. “Fancy tea?” 


“Uh... no.” | pointed at the boxes full of tea bags on the wall behind 
me. 


“Aw.” 


When none of them continued that conversation, | asked, “What 
grade are you all in?” 


“We’re sophomores,” Natalie said. “They’re freshmen.” She didn't 
indicate which groups were which. 


“Us three are freshmen,” Ashley clarified, gesturing towards Chloe 
and Megan. 


“And me,” Nick added. 

Chloe did a double-take. “Wait, really?” 
“Yes. | know I’m tall.” 

Mike disguised a laugh with a cough. 


“Huh,” | said. “My high school, most people socialized within their 
own grade.” 


“Was it a large school?” Natalie asked. 

“Nope. Three hundred people, tops.” 

“Weird. Well, we”-she indicated Ashley with a nod-“are friends 
because we play tennis. We're trying to get the school to start a 


team.” 


“| didn’t Know tennis was a school sport.” 


“Because it’s not,” Chloe said. 


“It isn’t here,” Natalie said. “Yet. If we can get ten people to sign up, 
we can start a women’s tennis team and go to tournaments!” 


“We've got six already,” Ashley added, “but the deadline is in two 
weeks, So we’re not going to make it this year.” 


“But we’ve got twelve months to make next year’s deadline,” Natalie 
reminded her. “Sides, none of ‘em are seniors, so we’re only getting 
closer.” 

“Six?” | asked with a glance at the other three girls. 

“Oh, not them. They’re not interested.” 


“How'd you all meet, then?” 


“We’ve been friends since third grade,” Ashley said, throwing an arm 
around Megan’s shoulders in a way that was only an inch or two 
from a headlock. “And Chloe only likes me for my hair.” 


“What?” Chloe asked. 


“The first thing you said when we met in middle school was, ‘Oh-Em- 
Gee you look like an anime character’. With, like, three exclamation 
points.” 


“Seriously?” | asked. Megan and Ashley answered in the affirmative, 
while Chloe frantically and unconvincingly denied it. 


“Do you just collect embarrassing stories about people or 
something?” Mike asked Ashley. 


“No, these two just create embarrassing stories. I’m an innocent 
bystander.” 


“Doesn’t mean you have to tell everyone,” Megan whined, still under 
Ashley’s arm. 


“| don't tell everyone.” 


The two of them began to quietly bicker over the definition of 
‘everyone’, so | turned my attention back to the others. 


“Nat and | go way back,” Kaitlyn said, then deftly sidestepped a kick 
to the shin. “Mike too; we all live on the same block. | guess Mike 
knows Nick?” 


“We’re both on the school baseball team,” Mike said. “Plus, Nick’s a 
nerd, too, so he fits right in.” 


“Oh?” | turned to Nick. “What's your nerd topic, then?” 
“Science.” 

“All of it?” 

“Sure.” 

Man of few words, this one. 


“We’re nerds, but we’re sporty nerds,” Natalie said. “Ashley and | do 
tennis, like | said. Chloe does martial arts, obviously-” 


“Not because it’s an anime thing,” Chloe protested. 
“No?” 


“No! | started when | was e/ght-it was my mom’s idea! | only got into 
anime because the other kids in the class kept talking about it!” 


“Oh. Huh.” Natalie glanced up towards the ceiling as she processed 
the new information. “So it’s backwards from what | thought.” 


“| prefer swimming,” Kaitlyn said. “Too bad there’s no chance of 
forming a swim team. The school doesn’t have a pool.” 


“Have you ever seen a high school with a pool?” Chloe asked. 


“They exist on TV, so it’s probably a thing somewhere.” 


“And you two do baseball,” | said with a nod towards the boys, 
prompting Mike to grunt an affirmation. “What about Megan?” 


“What?” Megan asked, looking up from her argument with Ashley. 
“What sport do you play?” 
“Uh... whatever we do in Phys Ed? | don’t really like sports.” 


“Okay, everyone except Megan is sporty,” Natalie said. “But that’s 
fine, cause we like her anyway.” 


“Thanks,” Megan grumbled. 
“And Mike isn’t a nerd,” Ashley added. 


“Should | be offended by that?” Mike asked. His answer was a round 
of shrugs. 


| smiled at the group and asked, “Enjoying high school?” 


The kids exchanged glances; no one denied it, but the lack of 
enthusiasm told the whole story. 


“Yeah, that sounds about right.” 
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Construction on the new LGBT Center building had finished in late 
fall, but it wasn’t until March that it officially opened. By chance or 
design, they were holding their ‘Grand Opening’ on a Sunday, so 
Homura and | could walk across town to take a look without having 
to take an extra holiday. 


The Falney Center was about two-thirds of the way down Jefferson 
Street, on the far side of the road from the direction of Main. It was a 
small, unassuming little building, at least from the street; | knew from 


the map that the building stretched a fair ways back into the city 
block. 


From the outside, there was no indication that anything special was 
happening except a dry-erase A-frame board on which someone had 
written ‘FALNEY CENTER OPENING’ and today’s date in five 
different colors of whiteboard marker. Inside was another story; there 
were nearly two dozen people crammed into the front office: half of 
them were dragging furniture around or hanging up posters under 
the direction of a short, mousy woman with coke-bottle glasses 
thicker than the soles of my shoes, while the other half were trying to 
have an opening celebration without getting in their way. Homura 
and | joined the second group, lingering by the side of the room and 
dodging people as they went to and fro under their leader’s direction. 


It only took a minute for the woman in charge to find a lull in the 
bustle and make her way over to us. “Welcome to the Falney Center! 
Can | help you, or are you just here for the opening?” 


“The opening,” Homura said. “I’m Akemi Kyogen, and this is my 
sister, Cassandra. We-” 


“The bakers!” she squealed. “I’m Jacquelin Ellis, but my friends call 
me Jackie, and you are definitely my friends. | can’t thank you two 
enough for helping get this place running again.” Jackie grabbed 
Homura’s hand with both of hers and pumped it like she was trying 
to shake her arm off, then did the same for me. 


“You know, my ma went to school with old Anthony Falney,” she said. 
“Man made a fortune on IBM stock in the sixties and put some of that 
money into making his hometown a lil’ better for the next generation. 
It wasn’t a queer center at first, mind, just the center the queer folk 
used, however that came about-not 'til the trust running the place 
officially made it an LGBT center in ’78-Falney hadn’t said much 
beyond directing ’em to ‘enrich the lives of the local youth’, though 
he never asked them to change the name or nothing so | guess he 
didn’t mind-but that didn’t last a decade before someone threw a 
firebomb through the window. | shouldn’t sound happy about that, 


but seeing this place come together has me giddy.” Jackie gave a 
self-conscious laugh and smoothed her frizzy hair with one hand. 


“This place means a lot to me. | used to sneak over here after 
school, see. Adeline-my best friend-she’d cover for me, tell my ma 
we were in the park or trying on clothes at the Gap. She was the only 
one | told ‘til college, and she was ready to take that secret to the 
grave, God bless her. | was only seventeen when the place burned 
down, you know, and | remember thinking to myself, ‘This is what 
hate looks like, Jackie. People’ll burn down buildings over who you 
love.’ Scared me half to death, it did.” 


She paused for breath long enough for me to get a word in. “That 
would make an impression on anyone.” 


“Oh, it did. | always wanted to see this place brought back, but I'd 
nearly given up hope. The trust couldn't sell the lot for fifty years-it 
was all paid for and tax exempt, Falney saw to that-but we got 
mighty close to fifty years on. They’d’ve sold it off the moment that 
clause expired, I’d bet. Something ‘bout the fire damaged the 
foundations, or some such-| don’t understand the details, only that 
nothing was getting built ’til it was fixed. Not that it was getting fixed, 
of course, there was never enough money for that. Hard to drive 
donations when there’s no center providing services. People just 
made the trip to Apoapolis. I’ve been volunteering at a center there 
for twenty years, but it was never the same-no, don't put that there, 
the potted plant’ll block it! Sorry-” Jackie hurried off to correct 
someone's poster placement, leaving us in the proverbial dust. 


| watched her work with a smile on my face, bemused by the mile-a- 
minute life story. That hadn’t taken her sixty seconds. 


“Colorful woman,” | said. 
“Like a rainbow,” Homura replied, deadpan as ever. 


a2 XS==XS=X-2: 


*New Queer Center Must Go 
Falney “Center” an Assault on Family Values 
No Place for Deviants in Strawfield!* 


“You know how they say, ‘never read the comments’?” | asked 
Homura the next morning. 


“Yes?” 
“Turns out letters to the editor aren’t any better.” 


“Letters to the editor are the direct antecessor of comment sections,” 
she said. “They would obviously follow similar principles.” 


“Yeah, but someone actually spent ink on this,” | complained, tapping 
the offending page. “It gives it a, uh... ‘veneer of respectability’.” 


“What did they spend ink on?” 
“Oh, a bunch of homophobic NIMBY bullshit.” 


Homura was unmoved. “If they really cared about the center, they 
would have written those letters before it opened.” 


“Huh. Yeah, | guess they did have... what, two years of construction 
to notice?” 


“Roughly.” 

| went back to glowering at the newspaper. 
“Writing your own letter won’t help,” Homura said. 
“It might make me fee! better.” 


“It will not-that is what | meant by ‘won't help’.” 


“How do you know?” 


“When was the last time arguing in the comments left you satisfied 
with the exchange?” 


She had a point. 
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| settled for putting up a flier in the window announcing Home Sweet 
Home as a proud supporter of the Falney Center. It attracted quite a 
few dirty looks from the employees of the clothing store next door, 
while the bookstore on their other side got in on winding them up by 
plastering pro-equality messages on their own windows, culminating 
a few weeks later with a brand-new window display featuring books 
by LGBT authors. The antiques store on their far side sided with the 
clothes store by moving all their Christian knick-knacks to the front 
display and taping up some quote-mined bible verses; the pizza-by- 
the-slice place a few doors down followed suit with the bible verses 
and a sign reading, ‘Love the sinner, hate the sin.’ Lastly, the barber 
shop across the street began displaying a Confederate flag, which 
was geographically inappropriate and barely related but definitely 
sent some sort of message-perhaps ‘don't trust these people with 
scissors’? 


So that’s how | started a passive-aggressive, low-simmering culture 
war among the shops on the far end of Main Street Strawfield, USA. 


| hadn’t paid much attention to the bookstore a few doors down, to 
be honest, for much the same reasons I'd ignored the town library. 
Most of my leisure time was spent either with Homura, messing with 
magic, or chatting with whoever | crossed paths with while doing 
errands around town; when | did want a book to read, | headed into 
the Warehouse Library instead. It wasn’t until the Great Gay Signage 
War that | really noticed it beyond ‘just another shop’; afterwards, | 


wanted to visit whoever it was who'd decided to join my cause just 
on principle. 


Spell-Bound Books was a small bookstore, maybe two-thirds the 
floorspace of Home Sweet Home, though it felt larger because more 
of that space was visible to the customer; it was a cozy space all the 
same thanks to its mild lighting and dark, polished wooden surfaces. 
The newest, best-selling, and otherwise ‘featured’ books were 
arranged with their covers facing out on display cases near the door, 
while the rest of the inventory lined the walls and dividing shelves 
stretching deeper into the shop. 


From the name, I'd expected something focused on either fantasy 
novels or Wicca, and hoped for the former over the latter; in fact, it 
had a perfectly normal array of fiction and non-fiction. The owner-an 
older woman named Margaret whose most distinctive feature was 
her choice of thick-rimmed, electric blue reading glasses-had chosen 
the name just for pun, which made me like her even more. 


She was also the one who'd decided to weigh in on the culture clash. 
“It'S so great what you’re doing, sticking up for people,” Margaret told 
me after | introduced myself as ‘Cassandra, from the bakery’. “Plenty 
of people wouldn’t be brave enough to rile folks up like that.” 

“You certainly are.” 


“Not enough to be first, or I’d’ve done it before you did.” 


“Your support still means a lot,” | said. “It’s one of the reasons | 
started coming by at all, to be honest.” 


“And here | was trying to Jose business!” 
“If ’m honest, so was |. Bigots shouldn’t get cookies.” 


“Pshaw. You sound like you’re my age, handing out judgments like 
that.” 


| probably was her age, if not older. 


“It seems to have brought out the worst in some of our neighbors, 
though,” | said with a weary sigh. 


“Ah, well, me and the ol’ witch next door always did get on like two 
wet cats in a sack.” 


“Two wet cats in a sack?” 

Margaret guffawed. “What, you never heard that before?” 

“Uh, no, | hadn't.” 

She shrugged, helpless in the face of such uncultured company. 


“Uh, if you don’t mind my asking,” | said, “do you use the center 
yourself?” 


“What, | can’t just have empathy for people?” 

“That’s not what | was saying-” 

Margaret shook her head. “Relax, I’m just ribbing you. I’m not one of 
the people who need that”-she waved towards the ‘Celebrating 
LGBT Voices’ display in the window-“kind of thing; | just consider 
myself a decent enough sort not to judge people for who they love.” 
“| wish more people saw things that way.” 

She clicked her tongue. “Disgust is a powerful thing-and it’s a lot 
easier to learn than unlearn. Teach someone to hate, and most'll 
carry it for the rest of their life.” 

“That just passes the blame back up the family tree.” 

“Wasn't trying to make excuses for ’em. It’s not that they can’t 


change-ever see how fast they change their tune when it's their 
friends and family coming out? Lack of empathy, through and 


through-but enough about those assholes.” Margaret clapped her 
hands as if to drive the topic away. “So, what are you looking for 
today?” 


“I’m not sure. | usually stick with fantasy and science-fiction...” 

She professed ignorance of my favored genres-she preferred 
mysteries-but she knew enough to name half a dozen fantasy novels 
I’d already enjoyed. Even if | didn’t find much to read at Spell-Bound 
Books, | did find a new friend. 
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Time flew by. Sometimes it felt like I’d only just gotten out of bed 
when it came time to close, and Friday followed Monday. Days 
lengthened, weather changed, and we added a chest freezer full of 
single-serving ice-cream treats next to the fridge in preparation for 
what the weather forecast Suggested would be a very warm summer. 
“Last day of school!” Chloe yelled as the group ducked into the air 
conditioned shop, fleeing the sweltering heat of a sunny day in the 
first week of June. 

“Finally free of me, are you?” | asked. 

“We can come here outside of school!” 

“Will you, though?” 

She hunched her shoulders and mumbled, “Probably not.” 

“We'll be here next year,” Natalie said. “Well, this year. In fall.” 

“I'll look forward to it,” | said. 


“| don’t,” Chloe muttered, then turned bright red and clarified, “Going 
back to school, | mean! | love this place!” 


“| know what you meant,” | reassured her. “I hated high school.” 


“Hate’ is a pretty strong word,” Megan said. 

“Yeah, well, | hated high school.” 

“It was different when you went, though, wasn’t it?” Mike asked. 
| shot him a stern look. “Did you just call me old?” 


He rolled his eyes at me. My feigned offense was evidently 
unconvincing-or he just had no shame. Either or. 


“How was school?” | asked them. “Did you have finals?” 
“Two weeks ago,” Megan said. 
Chloe nodded. “Not very final, if you ask me.” 


“Finals suck,” Ashley whined. “It’s bad enough having to learn all this 
stuff without worrying about proving it later.” 


“If you think that’s bad, I’m going to be taking APs next year,” Natalie 
told us. 


“Oh?” | asked. “What are you taking?” 

“Calculus.” 

“l’m taking AP English Lit,” Kaitlyn said. 

“Calc as a junior...” | murmured. “Differential calculus?” 
“Probably. | dunno.” 

“You don’t know?” Megan asked. 


“| dunno,” Natalie repeated. “Doesn't really matter, does it? Trig was 
too easy, so | figured I'd kick it up a notch.” 


“Trig was too easy?” Mike sputtered. “What the hay.” 


“What’s wrong, Mike?” Ashley asked. “Aren’t boys supposed to be 
good at math?” 


“Aren't girls supposed to be nice?” 
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The kids settled down around the table nearest my counter and 
unpacked their lunches. Before long, the topic turned to plans for the 
summer. 

“We’re going to California for a week,” Ashley said. 

“Cool,” Chloe said. “Where?” 

“San Francisco. My mom has family there.” 


“Oooh, nice. What's the weather like?” 


“Mark Twain once wrote that the coldest winter he ever spent was a 
summer in San Francisco,” Megan said. 


“Mark Twain isn’t a travel agent,” Ashley said. 


“Wouldn't being a travel agent make him less reliable? He’d be trying 
to sell you something.” 


The girls looked to me to settle the dispute. “I grew up near there,” | 
said, “but the weather’s a lot different a couple hours inland.” 


“How much difference could a hundred miles make?” Ashley asked. 


“A lot, when you’re near the coast,” Mike said. “Especially the west 
coast.” 


“Are you a meteorologist now?” 


“Hey, | may not be great at math, but | paid attention in Earth 
Science. Winds blow west to east across most of the US, so 


California is getting fresh ocean air.” 

“Why does it blow that way?” Natalie asked. 

“Uhhh...” Mike floundered. “I don’t remember. Coriolis effect?” 

“No, that’s a thing for moving north-south,” Kaitlyn said. “If you 
compare two latitudes, the ground is going at a different speed 
because you're closer or farther from the axis. So if you move north 
or south, you start slipping out of sync with the ground and veering 
off course because the radius is changing.” 

“The radius is changing?” Mike repeated. 


“Not the earth’s radius, the radius from the axis of rotation. It’s the 
cosine of the latitude you're at.” 


“Trig?” he whined, then thumped his head on his lunchbox. 


“What are you doing this summer, Mike?” Nick asked, coming to his 
friend’s rescue... poorly. 


“Remedial trig,” Natalie said. 


“That’s mean,” Megan scolded her, brandishing her fork in 
disapproval. 


“She’s not kidding,” Mike moaned. “I already told her: | bombed the 
final. | barely got high enough to not retake the whole year.” 


The other students shared a groan at his misfortune. 


“My dad’s probably going to take us camping again,” Chloe said. “He 
really likes camping.” 


“Do you like camping?” Kaitlyn asked. 


“It's okay. We only go for two nights, so | can bring a book.” 


Megan offered her a high-five, to her confusion. 


“My dad takes me camping every summer,” Nick said. “We go up to 
Lake Michigan to fish.” 


“Do you keep what you catch, or release them?” Chloe asked. 
“We keep the ones we can eat. My dad grills ’em.” 

“Speaking of grilling, I'm going to go to, like, twenty barbecues,” 
Natalie said. “I have eight uncles within twenty miles, and every 
single one of ’em throws a barbecue or three every summer.” 


“That sounds nice,” Nick offered. 


“It also means putting up with twenty screaming cousins between the 
ages of eight and twelve for six hours every time.” 


“That doesn’t sound nice,” Nick amended. 
“At least you get fed?” Mike offered. 
“I’m gonna get fat,” she whined. 


“I’m going to Summer camp again,” Megan said. “Because ‘I love it’, 
according to my dad.” 


“You do not ‘love it’?” Kaitlyn asked. 

“| mean, | probably did when | was, | dunno, eight? But I’ve been 
doing the same thing for years. I’m almost old enough to be a 
counselor, now!” 


“Counselors are, like, twenty,” Natalie said. “My cousin Joel is gonna 
be councilor this year.” 


“How many cousins do you have?” Megan asked. 


“Fourteen first cousins and almost as many seconds-and that’s just 
by blood, not marriage.” 


“Jeeeez,” Ashley said. “What's it like having a family large enough to 
conquer North Dakota?” 


“Exhausting.” 


“What does someone your age do at summer camp, anyway?” 
Kaitlyn asked Megan. 


“Last year, | just asked one of the counselors to put me in time out so 
| could read,” Megan said. “I don’t want to reread the same books 
again, though.” 


“Hmm.” 


“| can make some recommendations, if you’d like,” | offered into the 
following pause. 


“Fantasy?” Megan asked. 

“Sure. It'll be more adult than Young Wizards-” 

“Are we talking slightly more adult, or, like, The Magicians more 
adult?” she asked. “Because when | asked about that book, my mom 
nearly banned me from the library until | was eighteen.” 


“How does she feel about gore?” 


“Dismemberment is just fine, but god forbid her precious daughter 
learns about consensual sex.” 


“Then she should be fine with these.” 


“Great... actually, would you text me the name so | have it written 
down?” She rattled off a phone number that | scribbled down on the 
pad | normally used for cake orders. 


“What about you, Kaitlyn?” Ashely asked. 

Kaitlyn kicked back in her chair and announced, “No plans.” 
“None?” 

“Nope. Just gonna sit at home, watch TV, and play games.” 
The other kids exchanged glances. 


“Okay, you win.” 


By the third summer of the Jump, my spellbook had expanded quite 
a bit. In addition to the form-copy spell I'd started with and the hair- 
and clothes-morphing spells I’d earned not long after Awakening, | 
now had a spell that produced ethereal-which is to say, visibly non- 
corporal (in that glowy, slightly transparent Star Wars-hologram 
style)-illusions, a spell that teleported me to the last place | slept, a 
spell that let me talk normally in animal form, and a reasonably 
flexible magical-stuff-detection spell | was currently bending into 
something that wasn’t quite its intended purpose. 


The local ’verse’s magic was about as far from Breath of Fire’s 
quasi-programmatic hyperstructural ritual casting as one could get. It 
was almost entirely thought-activated, rather than Breath’s ritual-like 
casting (or the Potterverse wand-motion-and-incantation process). It 
also had no real structure to it; intent and some nebulous concept of 
‘will’ were as important-sometimes more important-than technique. 
Visualization was a great tool for focusing that intent, but even that 
was secondary to just wanting whatever it was | was doing to 
happen. In a way, it was exactly what I’d wanted from magic: 
something that couldn’t be refined down to another branch of 
metaphysical science, something inscrutable, with loose rules and a 
whole lot of heart. 


On the other hand, it was frustratingly arbitrary with what would and 
wouldn’t work. 


“I’m having trouble with the blue string,” | complained one evening. 
I’d put a small desk in the living-slash-dining room space and 
promptly made a mess of it as | worked on my current project: a 
detection array for supernatural activity. In Keeping with the general 
‘arbitrary whimsy’ of the local magic, I’d created the physical 
‘sculpture’ based more on symbolism than actual knowledge-and it 
had worked better than it had any right to, setbacks aside. 


The array consisted of a bunch of wooden posts nailed to a large 
wooden board, each with a differently colored string running from the 
top to an anchor somewhere else on the baseboard. The posts had 
their edges square to the board, but otherwise weren't arranged 
according to any sort of pattern other than being roughly evenly 
distributed; no two were the same height, and the strings went every 
which way, often crossing over one another. 


There was one post each for a gray, blue, yellow, purple, and black 
string, of which only the gray was confirmed to work-and the blue 
was confirmed to not work. I’d enchanted the purple and black 
strings, as well, but | wasn’t able to test them (nor did | really want 
to). There were also two posts that didn’t have a string yet because | 
hadn’t decided what to do with them. 


“What is blue supposed to detect?” Homura asked as she walked up 
to look at the array. 


“Active spellcasting of ‘wizardly’ magic. Awakened spellcasting, 
basically.” 


She reached over my shoulder and plucked the blue string, which 
made a soft ‘twip’ noise. “Can you cast something?” 


| cast an illusion of a small, winged ball of light that looked like it 
wanted me to hey, listen. The string should have made a hum that 
people attuned to the board could hear, but instead did nothing. 


“Can you make it do whatever it’s supposed to do?” 

“| didn’t include a debug mode, no.” 

“Just as well. Additional complexity would only make things harder.” 
Homura stared at the string some more. 


“| think | see the problem,” she said at last. “You’ve made it detect 
casting instead of detecting spells.” 


“Meaning?” 
“Meaning it will detect someone using itself as a wand.” 


“Whoops.” | tapped my wand to the string and dispelled the 
enchantment, then went back to basics and tried to reinvent the 
enchantment from scratch to do what | meant rather than what | said. 


“So the gray string detects immortals,” she said after looking over my 
work, “and the purple string detects... curses?” 


“In theory. The documents Max gave me make it sound like detecting 
a specific curse is easy, but detecting an arbitrary curse is... well, if it 
works, it'd make a good thesis topic for the degree in magic I’m not 
getting.” | created a small illusory cube and was rewarded with a 
glowing aura and a soft ‘mmmmm’ from the blue string. “All right. It 
works.” 


“It does?” 


“Yeah-oh, | should get you attuned.” | tipped the board over and 
pointed at a large, laser-etched alto clef on the underside. “Puta 
finger there and say ‘Volo sonus.” 


Homura did as instructed. “‘l want sound’?” she asked once she’d 
finished 


“It seemed appropriate,” | said. “It’s not just sound, though; when | 
realized | wanted more than three strings, | decided to make the 
active string light up, in case it’s hard to tell the sounds apart.” | cast 
another illusion, then changed the color of my shirt, grinning as the 
blue string successfully detected both spells. 


“It works,” Homura said. 
“It works,” | agreed. 
“You know, that would make a good art piece for the shop.” 


| took a moment to imagine putting the array on one of the shelves 
we still hadn’t put up. “Yeah, | can see that. It does have that sort of 
‘found art’ quality to it.” 


“What are the other colors?” she asked. 
“Hmm?” 
“Of string.” 


“Oh, right. | wanted to make yellow detect magic items, but it 
immediately detected itself and never stopped ringing-I'll probably 
use it for something else. Maybe ‘interdimensional travel’? Similar 
issue with red-| tried to detect magic users but just detected myself. 
Uh, gray is ‘immortal nearby’, which you figured out on your own, 
and green will be ‘Uryuom technology’ once | get a sample of it to 
attune to.” 


Homura gave me a look. “You realize you’re a sample of Uryuom 
technology, right? Seyunolu shape-shifting uses the same 
principles.” 


“Oh.” | leaned over and grabbed a length of green string anda 
couple nails to tie it around from the box next to my desk, then 
stopped. “This is just going to be another ‘me detector’, isn’t it.” 


“Unless you add a filter so it ignores certain people.” 


“That's a good idea. I'll do that once | figure out how to pull it off.” | 
put the bits back where I’d found them. 


“Are you sure the blue string will detect other people casting spells, 
and not just you?” she asked. 


“Not yet?” | said. The blue string started humming again. “That 
wasn't me, so | think it works.” 


“That was me, and it does,” Homura said. “What about the black? It 
looks like the same enchantment you had on the blue, but... odd. 
What does that detect?” 


“Aberrations. At least, it’s Supposed to; | need to redo it.” 


“Is it possible to detect aberrations remotely like that? I’d expect 
them to be hunted down in short order if you could ‘scan’ for them.” 


“It’s not, and they would be,” | admitted. “They’re ambush predators 
with a heavy survivorship bias towards stealth. If they gave off any 
sort of ‘evil radiation’-you know, some sort of ‘dark aura’ or what- 
have-you-they wouldn't last a week.” | touched the wand to the black 
string and redid the enchantment with the same adjustment I’d made 
for the blue. “This is another spell detector.” 


“What does it detect, then?” 
“Feeding.” 
We both looked at the string for a few seconds. 


“| really don’t want to find out if it works.” 


| stuck my head into the Warehouse Workshop’s general floor-an 
area that reminded me strongly of the set of Mythbusters-the next 
day after work. 


“Mordin?” 


“Miss Rolins!” he greeted me, walking over from the holographic 
drafting table he’d been working at. “Looking for me?” 


“Yeah. Got a project.” 
“Excellent. Happy to help. Magical, engineering, or artistic?” 
“Magical and engineering.” | held up the ward array. 


“Interesting. Put it here. No, don't tell me; let me see.” Mordin 
pointed to a table that was... mostly clear of stuff, and | set it down 
and stepped back, giving him the chance to puzzle it out before | 
ruined his fun with explanations. “Symbolic magic. Wood 
represents... buildings? No, purely structural. Strings. Length... no, 
distance. More? Evocative of tripwires. Area based, radial. Board...” 
He ran a finger over the board, then raised it to his eyes like he was 
checking for dust. “String instruments; sounding board. Alarm 
system! Enchantments... filtering, audible only to users. Subtle, in 
plain sight.” He turned to me, one eyebrow cocked. 


“You've got it so far,” | said. 


“Excellent.” Mordin turned back to the array. “Multiple strings. 
Multiple triggers. Grey: specific energy. Low threshold. Detects 
specific creatures.” He nodded to himself. “Yellow: specific 
disturbance. Spatial. Teleportation? No, orthogonal to local space. 
Interdimensional travel. Green: energy, high threshold. Detects 
specific actions. Blue, similar, detects different actions. Purple... 
complete mess. Indecipherable.” Mordin clicked his tongue in 
annoyance. “Black... /ife energy. Moderate threshold. Purpose 
unclear, yet worrying.” 


Analysis complete, he turned back to me. “Well?” 


“You got almost all of it.” | ticked off strings on my fingers as | 
explained, “Grey detects immortals. Yellow is interdimensional travel- 


you got that one right on. Green is Uryoum magic... technology... 
magitech? One of those. Blue is human magic-the local human 
magic, | mean-purple is a broad-spectrum scan for effects 
associated with curses, and black is meant to detect Aberrations 
feeding.” 


“Tested?” 


“Not the last two-not exactly eager to go looking for samples. Yes, | 
know,” | continued before he could warn me off. “Illusion of security. 
I’m not going to assume I’m in the clear just because something | 
never tested hasn't flagged something, but if it works, it works.” 


Mordin frowned, but accepted my explanation. “Enchantments 
appear functional. Adding new functions?” 


“Exactly. I’d like to find a way to filter out people who are attuned to 
the board from certain strings. Green and Blue, to start, since those 
are ones | can set off easily; if | can get that working, I’m going to 
take another shot at a ‘magic users’ detecting string. The one | tried 
seemed to work, but that meant it went off whenever | was in range, 
which covers almost half the town.” 


“Filter, attunement separate problems,” Mordin said without 
hesitation. “Link unneeded.” 


“That's just bad programming,” | joked. “No need to make someone 
attune themselves twice.” 


“No,” he insisted. “Separate problems. Linking features unnecessary, 
inflexible. Separate features simple, robust. Handles false positives, 
edge cases, arbitrary subjects.” 


Ah. | can filter out specific people and things without having them 
attuned to the board. “Good point.” 


“Thank you.” Mordin pointed to the board again. “Enchant blocks. 
Separate component; no interference.” 


“Ah, brilliant. | won’t have to mess with any of the enchantments | 
already have.” That had been the main reason I'd thought I'd need 
help in the first place, so | picked the array back up and tucked it 
under my arm. “I think | can figure it out from here-it’s just the same 
principles I’ve already used in reverse. Thanks for the consult, 
Mordin.” 


“No trouble. Puzzles always interesting.” 

| put on a bashful grin. “Even when they’re easy?” 
“Easy puzzles, amusing. Simple puzzles, unsatisfying.” 
“Which was this?” 


“Examination: easy.” He paused, then added, “Solution: simple.” A 
shrug. “Can’t have everything.” 


That sounded about right. 
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As Mordin had suggested, | anchored the filters in the posts holding 
one end of each string up and away from the board. Adding or 
removing something to a filter meant touching one hand to a crotchet 
rest symbol on the block and intoning another Google-translated 
Latin phrase. One phrase would add or remove a specific object | 
was also touching, one would add everything it could currently 
detect, and one would clear the filter entirely. There was also a 
magic word to mute the string in question until the same word 
unmuted it. 


The next order of business was the magic-user-detecting red string. 
The first try didn’t work; after adding myself to the filter, it never 
sounded again. Turned out | had quite literally created a me- 
detecting enchantment by mistake. 


The second attempt went slightly better, but still didn’t do what I’d 
wanted it to do. | couldn’t actually scan people for magic ability, so | 
was left with a sensor for personal magic levels that would probably 
detect a moderately powerful magic user at near full mana, a very 
powerful magic user at half mana, and the occasional person with a 
naturally high threshold who hadn't Awakened at all. Usefulness: 
very low. 


In the end, | went back to my original plan for yellow and made red 
detect ‘magic items’ instead. It wasn’t a reliable way to know who 
was Awakened and who wasn't, but neither were the alternatives, 
and anyone carrying around a bunch of enchanted items was 
probably involved in the supernatural in one way or another. 


| went on to make two more ward arrays of varying size-which would, 
in theory, translate to varying sensitivity, and thus varying range-as 
well as an ambient magic detector that looked (and acted) like a 
weird, modern-art light-mill. The combinatorial explosion of making 
the enchantment-detecting string not react to every other string and 
post in the arrays was the main reason | implemented the ‘ignore all’ 
function on the wooden blocks. It was funny, in a way: for all that I’d 
called the local magic ‘inscrutable’, getting the project from 
‘implemented’ to ‘finished’ felt an awful lot like fiddling with a nearly- 
done script file. 


On second thought, that probably said more about me than it did 
magic or scripting. 


BaD (an) Cmte Qa 


Chapter 97: Sucker's Bet 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 97: Sucker's Bet 


As it turned out, | didn’t have to wait until school started back up to 
see one of my ‘loyal customers’. Megan came by in early August, 
accompanied by a man and a woman | assumed were her parents, 
and a younger girl hiding in a hoodie despite weather that hadn't fully 
given way from summer to autumn. 


“You do birthday cakes?” the man who was probably Megan’s father 
asked. He was a tall man with receding auburn hair, closing in on 
fifty if he hadn’t passed it already and wearing clothes | could best 
describe as ‘dress casual’. 


“We do,” | confirmed, grabbing the pad of order slips and a pen from 
my apron. “Who’s it for?” 


“Rebecca, here.” He thumped the girl in question on the shoulder. 
“What size and what kind?” 

“How large a cake would you recommend for twenty people?” 

“Do you want a round cake or a flat cake?” 

“Flat cake.” 

“How large will the pieces you serve be? We sell our flat-cake-by- 
the-slice in three inch squares”-I pointed to the display case where 


those slices were-“but that’s a lot. You'll probably be cutting two by 
three or two by two.” 


The man looked at the woman who was probably his wife, a short 
woman with bleached-blonde hair in a cut that screamed, ‘I want to 
speak to your manager.’ “We'll do two by two, and let people have 
seconds,” she said. 

“So you’re going to want forty servings of two by two squares?” | 
asked. They nodded. “A one-third sheet cake is eleven by fifteen 
inches, which is forty-one and a bit.” | pointed to the laminated sheet 
on the counter showing our cake sizes and recommended cuts. 
“Thirty-five squares, six oddly shaped one-by-four pieces, and a little 
left over.” 

“What if we wanted every piece square?” the man asked. 


“You'd need to go up to a half-sheet, twelve by sixteen inches, which 
would give you forty-eight two by two slices.” 


“That is a lot of cake.” 
| nodded because it was a lot of cake. 
“Not everyone will have seconds,” the woman reminded us. 


| looked down the list. “The next size down is a quarter-sheet, which 
is thirteen by nine. Twenty-nine servings plus a small leftover.” 


“So we’d have even less regular pieces,” the man said. 
“If you stuck to two by two, yes-” 
“We'll take the half-pan.” 


“Okay.” | marked % in the box for ‘size’ and checked ‘sheet cake’, 
then turned and addressed the birthday girl to-be. “What kind?” 


Her father answered for her. “Chocolate with buttercream frosting.” 


Rebecca muttered something | didn’t catch. 


“We want something everyone can enjoy, honey,” her father chided 
her, squeezing her shoulder. “Chocolate cake, buttercream frosting.” 


| wrote CHC W/ BCF on the order slip. “What would you like for 
decorations?” 


“Will ‘Happy Thirteenth Birthday, Rebecca’ fit?” 


“It’s a large cake,” | assured him. “Do you want ‘thirteenth’ written 
out, or in numerals? There’s room for either.” 


“Numerals.” 


| wrote [Happy 13th Birthday Rebecca!] in the box at the bottom of 
the slip and showed it to him. “This is correct?” 


“Perfect.” 


| circled it. “What else? We can do frosting flowers, candy sprinkles 
and sequins, chocolate pieces, patterns...” 


“Whatever you think is best.” 


| scribbled ‘ALL DC’ under the message to let Homura know she had 
free reign. “When do you want to pick this up? There’s a rush charge 
if it's within three business days.” 


“No worries,” he said, “we planned ahead. Two weeks from 
tomorrow?” 


“Not a problem.” | wrote down the date, then flipped the slip up and 
tore off the carbon copy beneath it. “This is your receipt for the cake- 
you don’t need to bring it with you to pick it up, it’s just a record of 
exactly what you ordered in case there’s a problem. Would you like 
anything else? Then or now?” 


Rebecca muttered something again. 


Her father smiled. “Of course. Megan? What do you recommend?” 


“They’re all good,” Megan said, tearing herself away from where 
she’d been ogling today’s selection of cookies. “Maybe the peanut 
butter cookies?” 


Rebecca spoke up for the first time since she’d come in. “I'd like a 
peanut butter cookie.” 


“Sure thing! With or without chocolate chips?” 
“Without.” 
“I'll have what she’s having,” Megan said. 


“Two peanut butter cookies, coming right up.” | grabbed the tongs 
and set about placing the cookies into a paper bag. 


“Do you serve coffee?” her mother asked. 


“There are some iced coffee drinks in the cooler,” | said. They might 
be terrible by ‘real coffee’ standards; | wouldn’t know. “Here are your 
cookies.” 


“Thank you.” The man took the paper bag and handed it to Rebecca, 
who removed her cookie and handed the other to Megan. 


“But you don’t brew coffee,” the woman said. 
“No, sorry. Only tea.” 


“You should really serve coffee,” she said. “You have coffee cakes on 
display.” 


| shrugged and repeated “Sorry,” while | rang up the order for one 
half-sheet cake and two cookies. The man handed me his card, 
which told me his name. “Thank you, Mr. Elwick. Please sign here, if 
you don’t mind.” | passed the card back with the bill. “You can pick 
up your cake any time from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. that day, and we'll hold it 
one additional day just in case something comes up. We can hold it 
longer, but only if you call us and let us know you still want it.” 


“Don’t worry,” he said, passing back the signed bill. “I'll see you 
then.” 


“Why don’t you?” Mrs. Elwick asked. 

“Pardon?” 

“Serve coffee.” 

| shrugged again. “I don’t like the smell.” 

“You won't sell coffee because you don't like the smell?” she asked, 
pronouncing it like it was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. “I 
can’t believe you still have a job.” 

“Ma’am,” | said, grateful that the politeness perk helped conceal my 
annoyance, “there is a coffee shop less than five minutes’ walk down 
the street that | am told serves excellent coffee.” 


“Mom,” Megan hissed. 


“Quiet, honey,” Mr. Elwick said, pulling the girls away to let their 
mother make a scene in peace. 


Mrs. Elwick watched them go for a moment, then turned back to me. 
“| don’t like your attitude, miss. | want to speak to your manager.” 


Oh no. The prophecy of the haircut has come to pass! 


Super politeness kept me from laughing in her face long enough to 
say, “I am the manager,” with more respect than she deserved. 


“Then | want... to speak... to your boss,” she said, pausing and 
emphasizing parts in turn like she was talking to a small, stupid child. 


“One moment.” | could have just kept referring her back to myself, 
but | chose to head back and call Homura out of the kitchen. Idiocy 
like this ought to be shared. 


“Is there a problem?” ‘Akemi’ asked as we stepped back into the 
shopfront. 


“| want to complain about your employee’s attitude,” Mrs. Elwick 
said. “She’s been extremely dismissive and disrespectful.” 


Maintaining a straight face was already hard, and seeing Megan 
facepalm in the background only made it harder. 


“And | cannot believe this shop refuses to sell coffee because one 
clerk doesn't like the smell,” Mrs. Elwick continued. “Refusing to 
serve customers because she has a sensitive nose? Ridiculous. You 
really ought to find better help.” 


Homura took a moment to digest the entitled idiocy on display before 
breaking out into a shit-eating grin. “I’m sorry,” she said. “All our 
hiring decisions go through the owner.” 


“Well, who’s the owner, then?” Mrs. Elwick snapped. 
Homura pointed at me. 
“Can | help you?” | asked, wearing a shit-eating grin of my own. 


Mrs. Elwick turned beet red and, thankfully, shut up. They left in a 
hurry after that. 


My third summer in Strawfield ended with heavy turnover among the 
people I’d worked with. Sean finished his training as an auto 
mechanic and took a better-paying job in the car shop. Paul’s 
second attempt at a novel-or his third, if you counted his first and 
second tries at his first premise as two attempts-found a publisher 
and an audience, so he was on a book-signing tour; he’d be back, 
but it was anyone’s guess if he’d be waiting tables again. Rosie, 
meanwhile, was leaving for good: she’d secured a transfer to the 
University of Portland, and given what | understood from context to 


be a ‘fraught’ relationship with her immediate family, wasn’t eager to 
return. 


We saw her off with a party, of course: a big potluck affair the day 
before her departure. The party grew a little out of control, truth be 
told. I'd originally expect it to be ten people at most, but once 
everyone had RSVPed and all the plus-ones (or -twos, or -threes) 
were accounted for, there were two dozen people on the guest list. | 
shouldn’t have been surprised; Rosie was just the kind of person to 
make that many friends. 


And so twenty-odd people gathered in the large outdoor park near 
the highway to say goodbye. The main course was a truly monstrous 
black bean casserole that Andrew confessed, with some 
embarrassment, was from his mother; someone else brought a tub 
of potato salad that was nearly as large. There were also chicken 
wings, sliders, sandwiches, pasta, roasted vegetables, and three 
types of proper salad. Homura and | provided the cake, of course, 
decorated with the green, yellow, and blue Portland City Flag under 
a message of good luck and farewell. And Mark brought ice cream 
and a boombox that got the cops called on us. (Nine out of ten 
people attending were white, so they let us off with a warning when 
we promised to keep the volume under control.) 


Things might have gotten even rowdier if the town allowed drinking 
on public property, but | was perfectly happy that they didn't. 


To my shame, | largely auto-piloted my way through the celebration. 
After all the going-away parties I’d attended throughout the years-for 
heroes, whose parties were more ‘publicity event’ as anything else; 
or for crewmates, who'd be lightyears away in only a few days; or for 
myself, because | was leaving the local reality entirely-it felt odd to 
be having one just because someone you knew was getting ona 
plane. It was another strike in the column of ‘ways the ’chain has 
ruined my sense of normal’, and | resented it a little. 


| did get one good, wholesome memory from the event near the end, 
after we’d collected our trash and were preparing to head home. 


Homura and | had approached Rosie to congratulate her privately, 
and then Homura had handed her a small envelope alongside an 
instruction not to open it until she’d arrived in Oregon. 


“Really?” Rosie asked. “How much money did you put in here?” 
Homura shot me a look. 


“| didn’t say anything!” | whined. “You were just unsubtle!” Goodness’ 
sake, Homura, how would | have given away a surprise you didn’t 
even tell me about? 


Rosie nodded happily. “Yeah, what she said. Err, no offense, though! 
It’s just, well, there aren’t a whole lot of reasons to tell me to wait, so 
| took a guess. Your face gave away the rest.” She looked at the 
envelope, then back at us. “So now that | know what’s in there, can 
|-?” 


Homura leaned forward and repeated, “Don’t open it until you’re in 
Oregon.” 


“Okay, okay! Promise!” Rosie tucked the envelope into her purse, 
then hugged Homura-which left the latter looking a bit poleaxed-and 
then me. Then Lizzie came to say her goodbyes, with several others 
right behind, and that was the end of our moment. 


“Do you have a plan to make sure she cashes that check?” | asked 
Homura as we walked back to the car. 


“It's not a check. It’s a receipt.” 

“For what, a house?” 

“Her student loans and future tuition fees.” 
“Ohhh,” | said. “Generous.” 


Homura shrugged. “It’s a terrible system.” 


“Well, yeah...” 
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Paul dropped by Home Sweet Home the week he got back to 
Strawfield. He looked a bit different than the man I’d gotten to know, 
mostly because his hair was neat and his face clean-shaven. “My 
agent insisted on it,” he said when | brought it up. “Said it would 
make me look more appealing to the demographic who'd actually be 
interested in the book.” 


“Huh.” 
“Yeah.” 
“If it works, it works,” | said. “What’s your next book going to be?” 


“| haven’t a clue. But, uh, | wanted to give you a copy of this one.” 
And indeed, he presented me with a nice, hardback book. | risked 
looking a gift horse in the mouth and flipped it open, grinning when | 
saw his signature on the page opposite the dedication. 


“Thank you.” | tucked it under the counter with my sudoku book for 
safekeeping. “It'll be fun to see how much changed between the last 
draft you showed me and the final product.” 


We spent another few minutes chatting about nothing until another 
customer came in, which was Paul’s cue to say goodbye. His visit 
was the last interesting thing that happened that summer. 


“| don’t think the ice cream was a great idea,” | admitted to Homura 
as we helped Lizzie-who’d jumped at the chance to replace Rosie for 
the closing shift-close up in what was now early fall. The weather 
had finally begun to turn, but that wasn’t the only reason | was 
looking to ditch the freezer. 


“It's been selling,” Lizzie said. “Besides, it’s not like goes bad, right?” 


“Yeah, but it’s... it’s not up to snuff. It’s like selling M&Ms alongside 
gourmet chocolate truffles.” 


“Very flattering,” Homura said. “Il suppose you’d prefer we sold fancy 
Italian gelato instead?” 


“If we’re not making it in house, is it really worthy of the name Home 
Sweet Home?” 


“I’m not going to make gelato.” 


| chuckled. “I didn’t expect you to. My point was that we should 
probably just ditch the frozen-treat business.” 


“It’s your call.” 


“We’re probably not going to sell much ice cream over the winter, 
anyway,” Lizzie added. 


“My thoughts exactly.” | closed the till, then grabbed a rag and gave 
the counter one last wipe down. “Oh, | almost forgot: we’re due for 
another health inspection soon.” 

Homura nodded sharply. “Won't be a problem.” 


“Yeah, | figured.” The kitchen was never anything but spotless. 


If | wasn’t familiar with Homura’s attention to detail and general 
perfectionism, | might’ve suspected she was cheating. 


aX SSX S=X = 


“We’re back,” Ashley droned as six kids made their way into Home 
Sweet Home to ‘celebrate’ the start of the school year. 


“You sound delighted,” | drawled back. “Where’s Megan?” 


“Eating at school.” She put her things down so she could make finger 
quotes as she explained, “She said she could, quote, ‘Never show 


her face here again,’ unquote.” 


“Her mom did something stupid again,” Chloe chimed in. “Bet you 
twenty.” 


“Sucker’s bet.” 


“Well, tell her she’s welcome back,” | said. “The entertainment was 
worth the mess.” 


“I'll tell her,” Natalie said. She turned towards the tables, then 
exclaimed, “You added shelves!” 


“What?” 
“There!” She pointed at the shelves against the far wall. 


| didn’t conceal my amusement. “Those’ve been up since we 
opened.” 


“Wait, really?” She turned to Kaitlyn for a second opinion, who 
shrugged. “Well, they’re very... subtle?” Natalie said. “The sculptures 
are cool.” 

“The baking supplies are a bit on point,” Chloe added. 


“The old bakery on Hay Street had muffin trays nailed to the walls,” 
Ashley said. “Remember that?” 


“Oh, yeah, | forgot about that place. Why did it close?” 

“Health code violations,” Mike answered. 

“Oh. Ew.” 

“They got rid of the ice cream, too,” Nick said, pointing to the spot 
the NESTLY® brand chest freezer had occupied near the fridge 


holding the drinks. The lack of reaction to his observation neatly 
demonstrated how little anyone cared about cheap ice cream bars. 
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Megan showed up the next day. “Sorry about my mom,” she said. 
“She’s just... like that.” 


“All the time?” 


Her sigh was answer enough. 


Bumming around Spell-Bound Books that fall made me another 
friend: Margaret's newest employee, who | first met when | nearly 
ran over her, as I’d been too focused on the shelves in front of me to 
look where | was going. 

“Sorry!” 

“Sorry!” 

“No, I’m sorry! | wasn’t looking where | was going-” 


“No, it was my fault,” she insisted. “I was distracted. Um, can | help 
you find anything?” 


| gave up trying to take credit for the collision. “Just browsing.” 


“Well, let me know if you need any help!” she chirped, then bounded 
away with the inimitable enthusiasm of a brand-new hire. 


“| heard you meet Penelope,” Margaret said when | stopped by the 
desk to say hi on my wait out. 


“The girl | nearly walked into?” 
“That's the one.” 


“New employee?” 


“That she is,” she said. “Nice girl.” 

“Seemed to be. Lots of energy.” 

Margaret laughed. “We’ll see how long that lasts.” 
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| ran into Penelope again less literally a few days later. 


“Hello,” she said when she found me wandering the store. “Can | 
help you find anything?” 


“No, thank you,” | replied. “I just like being surrounded by books.” 


Penelope gave me a searching look. “I can’t tell if you’re being 
sarcastic.” 


“| wasn’t. But to answer your question, no, I’m just browsing. Seeing 
if anything jumps out at me.” 


“Ah.” She glanced at the section I’d been looking at. “You like 
mysteries?” 


“Not particularly, though Margaret’s done her best to get me hooked.” 
“She does like her mysteries.” 

She was still looking at me brightly, however that worked. | cleared 
my throat. “I’m Cassandra, by the way,” | said. “I work at the bakery a 
few doors down.” 

“Cassandra? That’s a pretty name.” 

“Thanks. | chose it myself.” 

Penelope furrowed her brow in confusion, then decided | was 


kidding. “Hah, | guess that’s kind of a strange thing to compliment. 
The bakery, that’s Home Sweet Home?” 


“That’s the one.” 


She nodded. “Margaret’s said great things about you. Oh, sorry, I’m 
Penny. Nice to meet you!” 


“Nice to meet you too, Penny. Been in town long?” 
“Grew up here, but | only got ‘back’ a few months ago.” 
“College?” | guessed. 

“Yeah, in California. Big change, moving back home.” 
“| bet.” 


That seemed to be the end of the pleasantries, so | turned back to 
the books for a second before Penny blurted out, “Want to join my 
book club?” 


“Hmm?” 


She blushed. “Il mean, you must like reading if you hang out here just 
for the books...” 


“Yeah, | love reading-although | mostly read genre fiction? Fantasy 
and science fiction. | don’t know what you read-” 


Her face lit up. “Oh, that’s perfect! I’m a spec-fic fan, too.” 
“What about the rest of the club?” 


“Uh, well...” Penny shrunk into herself and admitted, “I don’t actually 
have a book club yet? I’m trying to make one, but it’s hard to find 
people.” 


| smiled. “Well, you can count me in.” 


“Great! | already know what | want for our first book; | actually just 
finished my read of it last night. It’s called Mistborn-” 


“Brandon Sanderson!” | exclaimed. 


“Yes! He’s been on my reading list forever, but | haven't had time. | 
keep seeing people recommending his stuff-” 


“And they should! | love his books!” 
“Have you read it, then?” 


“Yeah! It’s great, seriously great. All his work is great, though his 
later stuff is better.” 


“Better than great?” 


“Yeah, sure. He improves as an author, you know? So his books just 
get better and better.” 


“Wow.” Penny laughed. “Wow, you’re a fan. Should | find another 
book?” 


“What? No, I'll totally take an excuse to reread it.” 
“You're in, then?” 


“Absolutely-assuming my enthusiasm isn’t making you regret 
bringing up reading in my presence.” 


“No, it’s great! | love it!” 

“No yelling in the library!” Margaret called from the back room. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Penny yelled back. “That’s her way of telling me to get 
back to work, but before | do: you’re only the second person who’s 


interested, besides me, of course, so if you know anyone else...” 


“| have a few people | can ask. How many people were you hoping 
for?” 


“| dunno, six? Six seems like a nice number. More wouldn't be bad, 
though. We'll probably lose one or two when they realize they don't 
have as much time as they thought.” 


“Yeah, probably,” | agreed. “Should | give them your email or 
something?” 


“Sure. I’ll make a mailing list.” 

“Awesome.” 

A quick exchange of emails later, the deal was struck. 
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Things went more or less back to normal for a while, with the kids 
sitting around talking and me making wisecracks from across the 


room whenever they got too loud. Of course, sooner or later, 
something always interrupted the routine. 


“You dressed up!” Natalie said as she pushed her way through the 
doors. 


“It's Halloween,” | said. “You all dressed up, too.” Natalie had 
makeup on her face to look like stitched-together flesh-the classic 
Frankenstein’s Monster look-and wore a red-spattered white shirt for 
extra goriness. 


“Only ’cause we're expected to,” Mike said. He was dressed as a 
Rebel pilot from the Star Wars original trilogy: orange jumpsuit, gray 
straps, black books, and a plastic life-support-thing on his chest. 


“You put work into yours,” Nick pointed out. His ‘costume’ was a 
white sheet with a hole cut in it for his head. 


“Cause | don’t want to look ridiculous.” 


“| don't look ridiculous.” 


“Sorry, man, but you really do.” 


“It's weird seeing you not in uniform,” Kaitlyn told me. She’d opted for 
the ‘traditional witch’ get-up: pointy hat, black dress, anda 
broomstick she'd left leaning against the corner of the shop near the 
door. She even had a black cat plushy safety-pinned to her shoulder 
as a ‘familiar’. 


“This is a uniform,” | protested, poking at the authentic Starfleet 
Uniform | had on under my apron. It was lucky | had the clothes- 
morphing spell, or something made for ‘Cassandra Rhodes’ wouldn't 
have fit ‘Cassandra Kyogen’ at all. 


“It's not your normal uniform. Though it is nice.” 
“Thanks.” 
“It looks really good!” Ashley agreed. 


“And you look terrifying,” | said. Ash had the most elaborate costume 
out of any of them: a ‘Ghost Bride’ sort of look consisting of a 
tattered dress trailing ribbons like an afterimage, with a large 
‘ploodstain’ on the front suggesting a cause of death. Her bright pink 
hair was hidden under a dark purple wig, and her makeup was 
downright unsettling: she was pallid like an actual corpse, and was 
wearing colored contacts that glowed red when the light hit them 
right. The fact that she appeared to be crying blood made her wide, 
heartfelt grin frankly horrifying. 


“Thanks! | put a lot of effort into this.” She preened for a moment- 
which inadvertently revealed the trick behind the wire-stiffened 
ribbons ‘floating’ behind her-before she returned her attention to my 
costume. 


“The combadge looks super cheap, though,” Ashley said, leaning 
closer to inspect the badge I'd clipped to my apron opposite the 
rainbow Pride badge | usually wore. “Damn, that’s some real 
costume store junk. You couldn't get anything better?” 


“It’s not junk!” | protested. “I 3D-printed it, so it’s sorta like it actually 
came out of a replicator. A really low resolution replicator, but it’s still 
way cooler than ‘costume store junk’.” | probably should have asked 
Homura for help with painting it, but I'd thought | could do it on my 
own. 


Privately, | agreed with her: | had been wrong and it had not come 
out well. It was still mean to say so, though. 


Ashley considered my argument for a second before deciding in my 
favor. “Nerd-cred reestablished,” she announced. “Miniatures paint?” 


“Yeah.” 

“Reestablished with interest!” 

“You paint miniatures?” Megan asked. She was-somewhat 
surprisingly, given her stated opinions-dressed like a witch from 
Harry Potter, Gryffindor scarf and all. 

“No, | don't,” | said. “That’s why it looks like crap.” 

“Oh.” 

“Do you?” 


She shook her head. “Not me. My sister, she’s super into roleplaying 
games. She has an entire collection of minis she painted herself.” 


“That’s cool. Nice costume, by the way. Why’d you go for a Harry 
Potter sort of witch?” 


“They’re recognizable and less generic than the super-stereotypical 
black-dress-and-hat sort. Plus most of those generic witch costumes 
are slutty.” 

“My costume isn’t slutty,” Kaitlyn protested. 


“| said ‘most’, not all!” 


“Do you have a wand?” | asked. 


Megan scowled. “The school said | couldn’t have a ‘weapon’ in 
class.” 


| shot a look at the broomstick in the corner. “A wand is a weapon, 
but a broom isn’t?” 


Kaitlyn shrugged. 

“Should have left it in your locker,” Chloe told Megan. She’d ignored 
the traditional Halloween spookery in favor of dressing up like... 
hmm. 

“Who are you supposed to be?” | asked her. 

“Nano Shinonome!” she declared, spinning around to show me the 
giant cardboard wind-up key sticking out of her back. When | failed 
to react as hoped, she said, “You have no idea who that is.” 


“Nope.” An anime character, almost certainly, but beyond that | had 
no clue. 


Chloe turned to Ashley. “I’m revoking her nerd cred.” 

“You can’t revoke her nerd cred right after we reestablished it.” 
“She has no idea who Nano Shinonome is!” 

“! have no idea who Nano Shinonome is!” 

“Even / know who Nano Shinonome is!” Megan said. 


Chloe pointed a finger in Ashley’s face. “I’m revoking your nerd 
cred!” 


“But | have pink hair!” Ashley protested. 


“SO?” 


“The first thing you said to me in middle school was-” 


“Yes, yes, we remember,” Natalie said, doing her best to head off 
another argument. 


“She’s never going to let that go, is she?” Chloe whined to Megan. “1 
was, like, ten. Gimme a break!” 


“It's okay,” Megan told her. “The fact that you haven’t given her a 
better story in four years is... sort of an accomplishment?” 


“Gee, thanks.” 

| cleared my throat. “So, what’s new?” 

“Oh!” Ashley yelled. “We got nine!” 

“Nine what?” 

“Nine people signed up for the tennis team,” Natalie answered for 
her. “Out of ten. Sorry, she forgets to give people context when she’s 
excited.” 

“| do not.” 


“You literally just did.” 


“That’s great,” | said. “The deadline’s not until after New Year’s, 
right?” 


Ashley nodded with enough enthusiasm to knock her wig askew. 
“We only need one more!” she said as fixed her hairpiece. “But none 
of them are willing to even try!” 

“| haven't done ‘school sports’ since elementary school,” Chloe said. 


“| do ‘athletics’, rather than ‘sports’,” Kaitlyn added. 


“I’m not even athletic,” Megan mumbled. 


“You'd play quidditch!” Ashley said. 
“Would she?” Chloe asked. “She hates Rowling.” 
“She dressed up like a witch, didn’t she?” 


“She'd probably play just to make a point about how dumb the snitch 
rule is,” Kaitlyn said. 


“Nah,” Natalie said. “She’s not athletic, remember? She’d be a 
coach, or something.” 


“Aren’t most coaches retired players?” Mike asked. 
“In muggle America, maybe, but who knows how quidditch works?” 
“She would!” Ashley crowed. 


Megan folded her arms and glowered at her friends. “I swear to god 
if magic was real | would hex you all.” 


---X==X==X--- 


“Heeey,” Ashley said as she, Natalie, and three other girls I'd never 
met before sidled into the shop a few days into November. “Glad 
you’re here.” Albert was out sick with the flu, so | was working his 
normal Saturday shift this week-and would strongly consider tracking 
him down and magicking the virus away if he was still sick next 
Friday. 


“Hi,” | replied. “Glad to see you, too. What’s up?” 
Ashley sucked in a breath through her teeth. 
“Well...” She trailed off as she squirmed on the threshold. It was the 


first time I’d ever seen her not owning whatever room she was in, 
which was actually a little concerning. 


Natalie gently nudged her aside and took charge. “We got our tenth 
player,” she said, “but it turns out the school’s tennis equipment is 
terrible. Half the rackets are flat-out broken! Ashley and |’-she waved 
the hand that wasn't holding the clipboard | hadn’t noticed-“have our 
own stuff, but most of the other girls are here to /earn, so they don’t 
have rackets or anything.” 


“And the league has a membership fee,” Ashley said morosely. “And 
we'll need to pay for travel, and uniforms-” 


Natalie waved her to silence. “Yeah, the league is expensive, but 
right now we just need the basic equipment.” 


“So you're collecting donations?” | asked. 


“Not donations,” another girl said. “The school says we need local 
sponsors.” 


“All the other teams have them,” another girl added. “Well, that’s 
what the principal said.” 


“Donations are fine!” Natalie interrupted. “The sponsorship is for the 
league, and we’re not there yet.” 


“How many sponsors do you have so far?” | asked. 


Ashley let out something that was half-sigh, half-growl. “Right now? 
None. We've gotten a bunch of offers for free or discount products, 
which might be useful if the sporting goods store wasn't full of sexist 
pricks!” 


“They only sponsor men’s sports,” Natalie explained, “so the one 
store that has what we need won’t help.” 


“Usually, the school gets around that by having both a mens and 
womens team,” another girl explained. 


“But that means the women’s teams always get hand-me-down 
equipment,” Ashley complained. “I’m not about to build a men’s team 


too just So we can use their spare crap!” Several of the others 
shushed her, clearly worried that she was lowering the already poor 
odds of wringing any money from a two-person bakery. 


Natalie brought the conversation back on topic. “So,” she said, “I’m 
sorry to put you on the spot like this, but we’re sort of running out of 
people to ask...” 


“One moment.” | held up one hand in the universal just-a-minute sign 
while | grabbed the phone and dialed Homura’s cell with the other. 


“Cass,” she said, “why are you dialing me from two rooms away?” 


“Because | can. How do you feel about sponsoring a local youth 
sports team?” 


“Your budget is two million dollars a year. Knock yourself out.” 
“What,” | said. “That’s... uh.” 


“A good indication of how much we can afford to throw around?” she 
suggested. “It’s our money, you’re free to use it however you want.” 


“All that?” 


“That's your half of our money-our income, if you want to be precise. 
If they just need a one-time donation, we can spare about one 
hundred million. lf you need more than that, you should call Max.” 


| sat there staring into space for a second. Sometimes | forget we 
have cheat codes on. 


“If you say so,” | said. “You’re sure?” 
“Very sure,” she insisted. “Is that all?” 
“Yeah. Uh, thanks. Talk to you later!” 


“In person, next t-” 


| hung up and turned back to the group, who had been following my 
half of the conversation with naked interest. “I think you’re in luck.” 


= XS=XKS==X--- 


| got a very fancy letter only a few days after writing Strawfield High 
a generous check. “GUEST,” it read-in embossed silver letters ona 
matte eggshell card that felt like cloth under my fingers, “You (+1) 
are cordially invited to Mr. and Mrs. Fredrick Elwick’s New Year’s Eve 
Party.” It went on to specify the date (duh) and time (actually 
necessary), ending with a request to RSVP by the twenty-fifth anda 
phone number to do so. 


Of course, the first thing | did was show it to Homura. 
“Huh,” she said. 
That had been my reaction as well. 


“I’m not sure if they’re inviting us because they’re embarrassed 
about the thing last summer,” | said, “or because they’re not 
embarrassed about the thing last summer.” 


“Do you want to go?” 

“Do | want to skip hanging out with a bunch of people who respect 
me so we can get sneered at by rich people instead?” | asked. “1 
think... no.” 

“We could go to both,” Homura said. 

“Why would we?” 

“You're friends with their daughter, aren’t you? This might have been 
her idea.” Homura flipped the card over and frowned at the company 


logo on the back. “Maybe it says GUEST because she didn’t remind 
them who we were.” 


| took the card back and looked over it again. “I’m not sure if that’s 
more or less likely than the Elwicks having so little shame as to see 
nothing wrong with inviting us themselves.” 


“Maybe they’ve already forgotten the incident.” 
“Or they're hoping we'll bring some of your baking as a guest gift.” 


“ve changed my mind,” Homura said. “That is the most likely 
explanation.” 


“Are we going to?” 
“Not a chance. Pies are for people we /ike.” 


= XS=XK SSX R= 


Chapter 98: Socializing 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 98: Socializing 


Mostly out of curiosity, | took the time to look up the life of Mr. 
Frederick Elwick. | would give him this much, at least: he was a self- 
made man. The fourth of six children of a midwestern farmer, he’d 
pulled himself into the bottom rung of the upper crust through sheer 
bullheadedness, graduating Yale Business School on a full 
scholarship and becoming a millionaire before he turned twenty- 
eight. Only an ardent anarcho-capitalist would describe his career as 
‘honest’ work, but he had at least exploited his way to the top without 
relying on an inheritance. 


It also explained why Megan had been the only freshman with a 
smartphone. 


After some discussion, Homura and | decided to at least visit the 
Elwicks’ New Year’s Eve party. It was certain to be a black tie affair 
at a minimum, so we went dressed to the nines: the evening gowns 
we'd worn to Raymonds last year, plus immaculately fashioned 
hairstyles that would have taken hours to achieve without magic. Our 
jewelry, we'd left deliberately bare; we were flaunting style, not 
wealth, which played into the next item on the agenda as well. 


Homura was the one to pick out our ‘guest gift’: a six dollar bottle of 
wine from the local supermarket. According to her, it wasn’t bad 
wine-indistinguishable from something that cost thirty times as much- 
but given what she knew of the Elwicks’ ‘standards’, spending $5.99 
on alcohol was obnoxious. The fact that the wine was actually good 


was irrelevant, perhaps even ironic, because we fully expected the 
Elwicks to chuck the bottle right in the trash. What’s more, giving a 
gift like that was a totally appropriate thing for two young small- 
business owners with decent capital but low cash reserves to do, so 
it was just another way of calling attention to the fact that we worked 
for a living. In short, it was a subtle and multifaceted insult, and the 
fact that Mrs. Elwick let us in after we’d presented it meant she 
hadn’t understood the intent-which was itself part of the intent. 


Credit where credit was due, she almost avoided sneering at it 
where we could see. 


The Elwick mansion (because of course they had a mansion) lay a 
few miles beyond the edge of what most people would consider ‘the 
town’, perched on a small hill that was nevertheless the highest point 
for miles in any direction. I’d said the venue for last year’s party was 
on the line between ‘large house’ and ‘mansion’-the Elwicks' raced 
across that line and never looked back. The damn thing was big 
enough to be a small hotel-or perhaps a castle, given the large brick 
wall around the estate. It even had a parking lot! 


“So it cost five times as much as a simple house?” Homura asked 
when | shared that thought with her as we walked up the long, well-lit 
driveway to the front door. 


“What?” 
“Monopoly.” 


“Oh. Damn, that was probably a funny joke before | made you 
explain it.” 


“A tragedy.” 


| was carrying the wine, so Homura was the one to use the large, 
heavy iron knocker. The hostess herself answered the door with a 
smile that was so practiced as to wrap right back around to 
transparently insincere. “Oh, hello!” she chirped. “Please, come in.” 


We did so, stepping out of the cold into the Elwick’s foyer, where an 
honest-to-god butler took our coats. 


“Thank you for inviting us, Mrs. Elwick,” | said as | proffered the 
bottle. “| must admit, | wasn’t expecting you to extend an invitation.” 


“Please, call me Karen, Cassandra. May | call you Cassandra? Ah, 
thank you.” Karen Elwick-could the world not have given her any 
other name?-accepted the bottle of cheap wine with almost- 
concealed distaste. “That’s a lovely dress. Where did you get it?” 


“We made them,” Homura said, which was technically true. 


Mrs. Elwick blinked as though she hadn't noticed Homura standing 
next to me. “Your plus one?” 


“Akemi Kyogen,” said plus-one introduced herself. “A pleasure.” 


Our hostess ignored her. “The party’s most lively in the sitting room,” 
Mrs. Elwick explained, waving her hand towards one doorway, “and 
if you want food or drink, the refreshments are through there.” 
‘There’ being another doorway. She looked down at the bottle she 
was holding and added, “Thank you for the... um... I'll just... put this 
away.” 


Having said her piece, she disappeared with some haste, leaving us 
to find our way through the house ourselves. The ‘lively’ party 
included music that was far too loud for either of our tastes, so we 
headed in the other direction, towards the refreshments. 


The Elwicks’ was a lovely place, and | say that without irony; rather 
than the sterile opulence I’d pessimistically expected, the house was 
lively, warm, and lived in. It was huge, of course, but not cavernous; 
the space didn’t feel hollow or wasted. Being full of people-none of 
whom, save the Elwicks themselves, I’d ever seen in Strawfield- 
helped, but | think | would have thought the same regardless. It was 
a family home, ornate decor aside, and felt like one even then. 


As for the people themselves... “I want to be offended by the amount 
of wealth being flaunted here,” | whispered to Homura as we entered 
the party proper, “but | can’t help but admire the style.” 


“It’s less tacky than you expected,” Homura summarized. 


“Well... yes. Clothes and decor both. Okay, maybe I’m a little 
offended-the atmosphere reminds me a bit too much of the royal 
balls | had to attend last Jump.” 


“Does the gown feel less out of place now?” 


“Yeah, actually. Wow, that is pretty damning, isn’t it?” | took another 
look at the guests, amused by just how familiar | found the whole 
scene for all that we were clearly in the twenty-first century. “So, 
these are the rich and famous. Anyone you recognize?” 


“A couple of B-list TV stars and a mildly successful pop musician. 
Oh, that’s one of the State Representatives over there-not our 
county, but one of the ones further east.” 


“So those are the circles they move in.” We paused to exchange 
vapid greetings with a pair of couples moving towards us from the 
refreshments table before continuing further into the room. “Oh, 
look.” | nodded at Megan, who was doing an admirable job mingling 
with a middle-aged couple | couldn’t distinguish from half a dozen 
other middle-aged couples. She’d dressed up so much that | barely 
recognized her: the ‘costume’ for the night included a strapless blue 
dress with a floral filigree pattern and cream accents, strands of 
diamonds in sparkling in her hair like stars, an excessively elaborate 
jeweled necklace, and more gold and diamonds on her fingers and 
wrists. 


Homura and | exchanged a glance, then casually wandered into the 
girl’s peripheral vision. 


Megan, for her part, was delighted to see us. “It was lovely talking to 
you,” she lied to the people currently occupying her time, “but I’ve 


just seen someone | should really greet.” She barely waited for a 
reply before heading over and taking refuge with us. “Thank god,” 
she whispered. “Il am so glad to see a friendly face. How did you 
sneak in?” 


“We were... invited?” | more ‘asked’ than ‘said’. 
“Why? And why did you come?” 
“How should we know, and why not?” 


“Because Mom,” Megan said, then gestured to the room as she 
added, “and, you know, everything else about this?” 


“You don’t approve,” Homura said. 


“Don't approve?’ | hate it. We’re pretending to be quadrillionaires 
just so Dad can flaunt how great he is. | don’t get it. Like, we’re rich, 
obviously, but we’re not ‘get a Michelin Starred chef to cater the hors 
d’oeuvres’ rich. | mean, Dad did so he could pretend it’s an everyday 
thing and not a huge freaking expense. Uh, | didn’t tell you that, by 
the way. That it’s all a front, | mean, they'll tell everyone they can 
about how much money they spent on the food.” She paused for 
breath, then went on, “What’s even the point? That’s a rhetorical 
question, it’s all about ‘appearances’ and impressing people with 
your ‘success’, which is why Dad makes us dress up and mingle. He 
has to show off the two ‘beautiful daughters’ he paid someone else 
to raise.” 


Megan blushed as her brain caught up to her mouth. “Uh, sorry. | 
guess I’ve been bottling up a lot of things tonight.” She giggled, a 
painfully self-conscious ‘heh heh’ that urged me to transcribe it with a 
question mark on the end. 


That was a lot to unpack, so | grasped the most innocent 
conversational hook | could find in her rant. “Rebecca’s around, 
too?” 


“In her room. She hates dressing up-and dresses in general, really- 
and always slips away at the first opportunity. Now | have to be ‘extra 
presentable’ so Dad won’t worry so much about how little mingling 
she did-it’s dumb and unfair, but it’s better than listening to another 
screaming match.” She sighed. “Sorry, it probably sounds absolutely 
horrible to whine about my parents and having all this rich privilege 
and all that but | can’t talk about it with my friends because they'd 
probably think going to a big fancy party wearing thousands of 
dollars worth of jewelry I’m renting for the night is awesome, like I’m 
a Disney princess or something, but it’s all fake and dumb. The only 
good part of being out here and not hiding in my room like RB is the 
food. Well, and not making Dad mad, but that’s the reason I’m here 
rather than an bonus, if that makes sense? And I'd rather have your 
cookies anyway.” 


“That’s very flattering,” Homura said. 


“| suggested the reason we'd been invited is that your parents were 
hoping we’d bring some of her baking as a gift,” | added. 


Megan’s response was ‘resignation’. “Il wouldn't be surprised. Did 
you?” 


“We brought a six dollar bottle of wine from Strawfield Grocers,” 
Homura answered. 


“Oh my god.” 

“Yes, the choice was malicious.” 

Megan slapped a gloved hand over her mouth to hold back her 
laughter. “Oh, | wish | could’ve seen Mom’s reaction to that,” she 
whined. “You know that’s going right in the trash, right? She has 
opinions about wine.” 


Good lord. Can this woman be any more of a stereotypical middle- 
aged disaster? 


“Tell me about it,” Megan agreed (because I'd said that out loud, 
wonderful). “| don’t understand them-my parents, | mean. They work 
themselves half to death, and for what? They could be happy with 
less, but they’d rather look rich instead. Ugh, speak of the devil, 
Mom’s coming this way.” Megan leaned closer to us and lowered her 
voice even further to whisper, “If | were you, I'd bail before Dad 
corners you; we do all this crap just to stroke his ego, and he will talk 
himself up until you’d chew your own leg off to escape. | can’t spend 
too much longer chatting anyway, since there are a hundred other 
people Dad’s trying to wow with his fantastic success.” 


Words of wisdom delivered, she stepped back and-in a voice pitched 
to carry-continued, “And | hope to get one of your cakes for my next 
birthday party, as well! Now, if you’ll excuse me, this conversation 
has made me hungry.” With that, she spun and strode purposefully 
towards the hors d’oeuvres, deftly evading two groups’ attempts at 
catching her in conversation as she went. 


“She'd have done well at court,” | observed. Homura did an 
admirable job of disguising her smirk, but | caught it all the same. 


It was at that point that Mrs. Elwick made it to us. “Ah, there are you, 
Cassandra, Amy-” 


“Akemi,” Homura said. 

“-I’m so glad you were able to make it,” Mrs. Elwick continued as 
though she hadn’t been corrected. “I know running your own 
business is a frightful amount of work.” 


“It certainly keeps us too busy to arrange something like this,” | said. 


She missed the subtext entirely. “Well | hope this is a wonderful 
experience for you!” 


“What do you do for a living, Mrs. Elwick?” | asked, having pegged 
the woman as a Self-important trophy wife. | would be surprised. 


“Please, call me Karen, and I’m the Vice President of Manufacturing 
at Bonafide Consumer Health Products, Incorporated-l’m sure 
you’ve heard of it.” As it happened, | had; they made a wide variety 
of generic over-the-counter drug-store remedies, one of which would 
properly help the headache she was giving me. “But enough about 
me-are you enjoying yourselves?” 


Homura looked to me to answer, so | did. “This is certainly more 
pleasant than our first meeting.” 


“Ah, yes. That was a terrible misunderstanding.” 
“| think | understood your treatment of me very well.” 


“Well, | didn’t realize you were the owner, dear,” Mrs. Elwick said, 
patting my arm like she had been told it was something people did 
but had never seen it for herself. “You should really do something 
about that uniform, it simply screams ‘unskilled labor’. Anyone would 
think the same.” 


“That's the idea. There’s no need to draw attention to the fact that 
I’m the owner when I’m serving customers.” 


“Of course there is. You own a business, dear; you don’t want to be 
mistaken for the rabble.” 


| Kept my face carefully neutral. “Well, this has been quite an 
experience, but we have other obligations tonight.” 


“Oh, | understand completely. Hope to see you next year, dears!” 
Mrs. Elwick waved us goodbye like we were old friends as we 
collected our coats and headed out the door maybe ten minutes after 
we'd arrived, if that. 


“Did she really not understand how little | respect her and her 
attitude?” | asked Homura as we walked to the car. 


“You were outwardly polite, your insults were subtle, and she was 
drunk. So no, she missed it entirely.” 


“Guess | need to turn the politeness perk off before | can insult 
people properly.” 


Homura rolled her eyes. 
“She also completely ignored you,” | added. 


“| introduced you as the owner of the bakery, if you recall. As far as 
she’s concerned, | am ‘rabble’, and thus invisible.” 


“Wow. Makes you wonder how Megan turned out so well, growing up 
with those two as role models.” 


“She did say her father paid someone else to raise her,” Homura 
pointed out. 


“Oof... but yes, she did. Man, all this nonsense just makes our 
resources even more surreal. We have so much money, but we’re 
perfectly happy not using it. Meanwhile... what was it Megan said? 
They could be happy, but they decided to be rich instead.” 


“| believe her exact phrase was ‘they decided to /ook rich instead’.” 
“By ‘believe’, you mean ‘my perfect memory tells me’?” 
“Yes.” 


We reached the car, but Homura didn’t head around to the driver’s 
side just yet. “This reminds me of another quote,” she said. “Nothing 
about money or power is inherently corrupting. It's their use, and 
what it brings-responsibilities and expectations, sycophants and 
wheedlers, thieves and usurpers, paranoia and jealousy-that 
inevitably grind the human soul to nothing beneath their weight.” 


“That doesn’t sound right. Who said that?” 


“You would have.” 
“Really?” | asked. “Why? That’s a stupid thing to say.” 


“The point is that the best way to not let money and power go to your 
head is to not use them,” Homura explained. “It was a 
counterargument to, ‘You can build giant robots better than anyone 
else, So are destined to be a tyrant by virtue of your control over the 
monopoly of force.’ | think it was a fair rebuttal, and it’s relevant to 
the current situation.” 


“But that’s entirely the wrong track to take. That claim is wrong 
because the ability to gain power is not one and the same as having 
power. But you can’t really have power-or money, or whatever- 
without using it in Some sense, because even if you never need to 
resort to it, you still get the security of having it.” 


“You were the one who said we weren’t using our money.” 


“| guess | was wrong, then,” | grumbled. And... would have been 
wrong? “Whatever. Let’s get out of here.” 


Twenty minutes later, we were back at the shop, picking up pies for 
the people we liked. 


Lizzie pulled me aside during one of our shift changes that February. 
“Hey, Cassandra, can | have a moment?” 


“Sure. In the back?” 
“That'd be great.” 
We headed into the back hall of the shop, just past the door. 


“What can | do for you?” | asked. 


“Well,” she began, squirming nervously under my gaze. “Okay, first, 
I’m really glad | got this job. It’s great, really-l make almost as much 
as | did before by working a quarter as much. The thing is, though, 
it’s kinda... inflexible?” 

“You're having problems with the schedule?” 

“No! Well, maybe a little. More like ‘inconveniences’?” Lizzie gave 
me a guilty grin. “Point is, | was hoping we could... swap around a 
little? Have me open instead of close?” 

“So you'd work seven to nine instead of three to five?” 

“Yeah, exactly! Err, that’s what | was hoping for, anyway.” 
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” | said. “Would you like to start next week?” 


Lizzie had to visibly restrain herself from hugging me. “Yes, that 
would be perfect,” she gushed. “Thank you!” 


“You're welcome?” | said, bemused by the gratitude. “Let me know if 
you have any problems with the new schedule. If you want fewer 
hours-or more hours-whatever, just ask, kay?” 

“Sure!” 


“Great. Akemi will be baking when you get here, so just knock on the 
back door and she'll let you in.” 


She nodded happily. “Thanks again! Have a nice afternoon, 
Cassandra!” 


“You too,” | replied. 


Lizzie had almost made It out of earshot when | remembered to call 
out, “Actually, one more thing.” 


“Yeah?” she asked, sticking her head around the corner like a 
Scooby-Doo character. “What’s up, Cass?” 


“Wanna join a book club?” 


“Do you like tennis?” Homura whispered. 
“Not particularly,” | whispered back. 

“Do you follow sports at all?” 

“Not really.” 

“Then why are we here?” 

“Because we paid for it?” 


‘Here’ was in the bleachers at Strawfield High in early March to 
watch the local women’s tennis team-the Strawfield Badgers-have 
their first ever league match against... | didn’t actually check who the 
other team was. The point was that, as the sole sponsor of the 
Strawfield High Women’s Tennis Team, it behooved us to attend their 
first home game, at a minimum. 


Strawfield High actually had a fairly nice outdoor tennis court 
because-as I’d overheard from Ashley one day over lunch-it was 
also the volleyball court, and Strawfield had a fairly successful men’s 
varsity volleyball team. There were two sets of lines, one white, one 
yellow; | was pretty sure white was for tennis, but | might be 
remembering incorrectly. 


The court had fixed stadium seating on one (long) side, and movable 
bleachers had been brought out for the two adjacent sides. The 
coaches and players occupied the final side of the court; the former 
alternated between giving advice and taking notes, while the latter 
were trying not to look bored with varying degrees of effort. 


“How does the league work?” Homura asked. 


“It's no-advantage one-match singles. Each school ranks their top 
eight players, then they pair up and play a match each.” 


“Isn’t there incentive to cheat?” she asked. “Match your best to their 
second best, your second to their third, and so on?” 


“| don’t know. | didn’t read that far through the rules.” 


| didn’t know a lot about tennis period, but | could grasp the basics: 
hit ball over net and make it bounce in-bounds. The games went by 
quickly, the sets less so, and the matches much less so; | probably 
wouldn’t be coming back. Still, we made a lot of noise whenever one 
of the Badgers took a point. “That’s my girl!” the couple to my left 
yelled as the Badger on the field scored a point to win her current 
set. “Good show, Lauren!” 


“Your daughter?” | asked once they'd returned to their seats. 
“Yeah,” the mother said. “What about you?” She scanned me, 
noticed my age, and continued, “A sister, or niece, or something like 
that?” 

| smiled and shook my head. “We run the bakery downtown.” 


“Oh!” she exclaimed. “You're the sponsors!” 


“We felt like we should be here for the first home game,” Homura 
added. 


The woman smiled at us. “Well, thank you very much for helping the 
girls. | had no idea you were so young.” 


Homura muffled a cough with her fist. 


“Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman said. “That must have sounded terribly 
dismissive.” 


“It’s fine,” | told her. “We’re very lucky.” | held out my hand and 
introduced us. “I’m Cassandra, and this is my sister, AKemi.” 


To her credit, she didn’t blink at two people of visibly different 
nationalities being sisters. “Nice to meet you, Cassandra,” she said. 
“And you, Akemi. I’m Audrey.” 


“Nice to meet you, Audrey.” 


“Peter,” the man sitting next to her added. “Her lucky husband.” He 
reached over his wife as unobtrusively as he could in the rather 
cramped bleachers. 


“Nice to meet you, Peter,” | replied, shaking his hand as well. 


“We haven't tried any of your food ourselves,” he continued, “but 
Suzie-our youngest-had a classmate bring in some of your cupcakes 
to school for his birthday. They were very popular.” 


“All the praise for the cooking goes there,” | said, throwing a nod in 
Homura’s direction. “I do sales and inventory.” 


“All by yourself?” Audrey asked Homura. “That’s incredible.” 


“Second set!” the judge announced, and we stopped talking as the 
rallies resumed. 
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Even with no advantage-meaning that four scores ended the game 
no matter how many the other girl had, instead of having to win by a 
certain margin-the sun had begun to set by the time the judge 
recorded the last point. Either by design or by fortune, the court was 
set up north to south such that the sun set behind the largest set of 
bleachers, so it wasn’t in either player’s eyes nor the eyes of the 
spectators. Homura and | filed out of the stands and found ourselves 
shuffled out of the way of the parents rushing over to greet their kids. 


Unsurprisingly for a brand new team, the Badgers got trounced. Only 
half the girls were able to pick up a set at all, and only two of eight 
managed to take a match. Natalie was one of them, and took her 


victory stoically; Ashley wasn’t, and looked ready to smash her 
racket over her knee when her last set went against her. 


“That was...” | stopped to search for a description that was both 
positive and accurate to my feelings about the evening. 


“... an acceptable use of time,” | finished. 

“We’re not coming back, then?” 

“Probably not.” 

She nodded. “Shall we head home, then?” 

“We should probably say hi to the team, right?” 

“Up to you,” Homura said. “Shall we?” 

| glanced at the milling crowd and shrugged. “Might as well, right?” 


We hadn't gotten far before we heard our names being called. “Miss 
Cassandra! Miss Akemi!” Chloe was waving frantically at us beside a 
bored-looking Megan and a thoroughly dejected Ashley. 


“| told Megan you’d show up,” Chloe told us as we approached. “The 
sponsor has to show up for the first game, at least!” 


“That is more or less what Cass said when she dragged me over 
here,” Homura agreed. 


“You volunteered to come,” | pointed out. 
“Details,” she said loftily. 


“It's nice of you two to come cheer on your friends,” | told Chloe and 
Megan. 


“Bah,” Ashley grumbled. “I kinda wish they hadn't.” 


“Aw, come on,” Chloe whined. 

“It’s not you, darn it. | embarrassed myself.” 

“You had a close match against one of their better players,” | said. 
“Natalie beat their best,” Ashley huffed. 

“You almost had ’em,” Chloe said. “You'll get em next time, right? 
You looked super cool out there anyway...” She followed along in 
Ashley’s wake as the other girl sulked off, doing her best to cheer 


her friend up. 


Megan caught my eye and smiled softly. “She does this,” she told 
me. “She'll be better tomorrow.” 


“That’s good.” | glanced over at where Ashley had reunited with her 
mother, Chloe in tow. “She’s very...” 


“Yeah, she goes down hard, but she bounces back. Too bad she 
doesn’t have green hair like Jake; she’d be a tennis ball!” 


Ashley turned around and yelled, “I! heard that!” 


“It was a compliment!” Megan yelled back, then asked me. “Have 
you said hi to Nat yet?” 


“| thought she didn’t like that nickname.” 

“Are you going to tell on me?” 

| made a show of thinking about it until Homura dragged me off. 
Natalie was in the dead center of the crowd, which | soon learned 
was because she was the cause of said crowd. “You came!” she 


yelled when she noticed us heading her way. “Mom! That’s Miss 
Cassandra, from the bakery!” 


That set off a round of introductions that seemed to never end. | 
thought Natalie had been exaggerating about the size of her family. 
She had not, and nearly all of them had shown up for her match- 
including Andrew, which surprised me more than it should have 
given the occasional joke about the size of his family. 

After a prodigious amount of handshaking, small talk, and 
congratulations for the conquering heroine, Homura and | said 
goodbye and began the walk back to our apartment. It was late 
enough that the streets were empty of pedestrians, though there 
were a /ot of cars pulling out of the school parking lot for obvious 
reasons. 


“Apparently Natalie’s cousin is a big fan of board games,” Homura 
told me as we left the school behind. 


“Oh? Which one?” 
“Robert.” 


“| have a memory perk active and | sti// can’t remember that many 
names,” | grumbled. 


“The tall one in his early thirties.” 
“That doesn’t narrow it down much.” 
“Tall?” Homura offered. “Brown hair, skinny, needed a haircut?” 


That didn’t help. “I probably missed being introduced to half a dozen 
cousins. Anyway, what were saying about him?” 


“He mentioned he hosts a board game night every month and invited 
us to the next one.” 


“Cool,” | said. “Does he live in town?” 


“Moperville, actually.” 


“Want to go?” 


“’m not opposed to it,” she said, “but | should note there’s a good 
chance he only invited us because he’s hoping to sleep with one of 
us.” 


| had not missed ‘modern’ sexism over the last twenty years, that 
was for damn sure. 


“Did you catch him checking us out,” | asked, “or is it just because 
he’s a dude?” 


“The latter-but the point stands.” 

On the one hand, that seemed a little uncharitable. On the other, this 
did sound like the kind of invitation a man might offer a woman he 
was interested in hitting on. 


“Should we not go, then?” 


Homura let out an ambivalent hum. “It’s not a deal-breaker unless he 
won't take ‘No’ for an answer, and in that case...” 


“We'll call him an ambulance before we leg it?” 
“Agreed.” 

| grinned, only to have it slip right off my face. “Hmm.” 
“What?” 


“Nothing. Just thinking about privilege again.” | raised my hands ina 
sort of half-shrug, then ended up waving them around as | continued, 
“Like, we joke about it, but if we were who we're pretending to be, we 
would have to worry about... that kind of thing. Now, obviously, I’m 
not saying that | want to be vulnerable. | just hate that ‘not being 
scared’ is the fucking exception.” 


| dropped my hands and sighed. “I wasn’t really going anywhere with 
that. Just dwelling on how unfair the world is again.” 


Homura slid closer to me and put an arm around my shoulders. “The 
world is unfair,” she agreed. “All we can do is be as fair as possible 
ourselves.” 

“Yeah. | know.” 


Something about the situation registered as ‘odd’ to my brain, but it 
took me a moment to realize what it was. 


“Aren’t you supposed to be shorter than me?” 


Homura smirked and continued to float smugly alongside me down 
the empty street. 


---X==X==X--- 

After many delays, the first meeting of the book club fell on a Sunday 
in April. Penny was our host, her house a small, one-story building a 
block away from the elementary school. | was second to arrive, not 
counting Penny herself, bearing a pie Homura had insisted | bring. 
“You didn’t need to bring anything,” Penny told me as she led me 
into the sitting room, where another woman was enjoying a 
charcuterie plate. 

“You didn’t need to invite me,” | countered. 

“Touche. Right, Cassandra, this is Jessica. Jessica, Cassandra.” 

“| go by Jess,” Jess said. 


“| go by Cass,” | said. 


Penny laughed. “Well, aren’t you just a pair. Can | get you a drink, 
Cassa-err, Cass?” 


“Do you have root beer?” | asked. 

“Ah, no, sorry...” 

“Just water, then.” 

“Sure thing. Ice or no ice?” 

“Ice, please.” 

“Sure thing!” Penny hurried back to the kitchen where she'd just 
finished stashing the pie, and | sat down in an armchair and helped 
myself to a cracker and cheese. 


“So, how do you know Penny?” Jess asked. 


“| work at a bakery a few doors away from Spell-Bound, so | stop in 
from time to time.” 


“You bake?” 


“Only a little, as a hobby,” | said. “My sister makes all the sales- 
worthy stuff. We own the bakery together.” 


“Just you two?” 

“We have employees.” 

“Cool.” 

| took another cracker. “So, how do you know Penny?” 


Jess sighed. “She caught me browsing fantasy novels and invited 
me to her book club.” 


“Pretty much the same as me, then.” 


“| think we’re going to hear that from everybody.” 


Penny returned with a glass of water and a coaster, and we 
proceeded to eat a shameful amount of the charcuterie plate as the 
rest of the club trickled in. I'd asked around, but the only takers had 
been Lizzie and Andrew; the latter was the only man in the group. I’d 
invited Homura as well, but she’d responded by chiding me to have a 
life without her, too. The final attendee-bringing us to Penny’s target 
number of six members-was a woman named Kaylee; contrary to 
Jess’s prediction, she was a longtime acquaintance of Penelope’s 
rather than having been ambushed in Spell-Bound. And once all six 
of us had sat down around an already-picked-over meat and cheese 
platter, the first meeting of the Unnamed Strawfield Book Club 
began. 


---X==X==X--- 


The first meeting of the book club was, to no surprise of mine, mostly 
about how much we all enjoyed Mistborn. Penny shuffled a deck of 
cards to determine the order we’d pick books, which turned out to be 
her (by virtue of having already done so), Jess, Kaylee, Andrew, 
Lizzie, and then me. 


Difficulty in scheduling meant the next meeting was penciled in for 
three weeks later but only happened after five; later meetings 
followed the same pattern, with each gap growing slightly but 
steadily longer. Still, it was fun. | liked Jess’s selection, The Path of 
the Whisper Woman, for all the reasons Andrew, Lizzie, and Kaylee 
didn’t. Kaylee broke the fantasy streak with the mystery/thriller novel 
Long Bright River, which | loved despite it being well outside my 
normal genre. Then came Andrew’s turn. 


“| didn’t finish it,” Andrew admitted. 
“| didn’t either,” Kaylee said. 
“Neither did I,” Penny agreed. 


Lizzie and Jess didn’t say anything, which | took to mean they 
hadn't, too. 


“| did,” | said, “and you guys made the right call, seriously. Stupid 
sunk cost fallacy.” 


“Sorry,” Andrew muttered. “I read the back of the book and expected 
some fun HFY sci-fi, but...” 


“We got that,” Jess said. 
‘That’ summed things up pretty well. 


“| have to wonder,” | mused, “is ‘overweight libertarian brony gun- 
fetishist’ really a large enough demographic to risk alienating 
everyone else in pursuit of that market?” 


“It has sequels,” Andrew said. 
“So... ‘evidently’?” 
“I guess.” 


Lizzie promised to email us her book selection sometime next week. 
Penny said she’d start scheduling the next meeting around the same 
time. Neither happened. 


But it was already fall by that point, and other things had happened 
in that time. 
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After a brief conversation with Homura that amounted to ‘for 
heaven's sake, don’t worry about money’, | finally bought myself a 
gaming computer and set it up in my bedroom. 


There were multiple reasons to indulge in my once-fondest pastime 
(which | would admit had, at times, bordered on a vice). For one, I'd 
have a chance to enjoy community-driven multiplayer games, which 
were an experience the Warehouse arcade couldn't simulate. For 
another, | looked forward to reliving the launches of some of my 
favorite games-again, mostly multiplayer games where being a 


participant ‘at launch’ meant something. The main reason, though, 
was so I'd have something to do when Homura wasn’t around- 
because she wasn’t always around these days. It had started at one 
night a month, but by now, she was going out twice or thrice a week. 
She was proving me right, | hoped: she might like spending time with 
me, but she didn’t need me. She was perfectly capable of having a 
life without me, enjoying herself in ways she hadn’t ‘bothered with’ 
for far, far too long. 


| did raise an eyebrow when she turned up with a violin case one 
evening. 


“Loamhill offers late night music classes,” she said by way of 
explanation. 


“Classes?” 


Homura frowned at my skepticism. “It’s been a long time since I’ve 
had to learn anything the normal way, but that doesn’t mean | can’t.” 


“No, | mean-” | faltered. “The real question is, ‘Why did | think you 
could already play the violin?” 


“You overestimate my power.” 
“It’s not exactly a-wait, was that a Star Wars reference?” 


Her damned deadpan delivery made it really hard to tell when she 
was joking, and her answering shrug didn’t indicate one way or the 
other. 


Chapter 99: Misunderstandings and 
Hindsights 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 99: Misunderstandings and Hindsights 


"Have you heard what's going on in Moperville?" Megan asked the 
high school group one day not long after my first book club meeting. 


None of her friends had. To be honest, neither had |; Zeke hadn't 
mentioned anything unusual during our bimonthly telephone call. 


Natalie was the one to ask, "What's going on in Moperville?" 
"There's a real life superhero!" 
Oh, right. Zeke wouldn't find that ‘unusual. 


"She's basically Supergirl!" Megan continued. "She's got flight, and 
super strength, and a cape! They're calling her Mystery Girl." 


"Who names themselves 'Mystery Girl'?" Ashley asked. "Might as 
well call yourself ‘Publicity Stunt Lass’." 


"It's not a publicity stunt!" 

"It's obviously a publicity stunt! Superheroes don't exist!" 
"There's video!" 

"What do you think superhero movies are?" 


"You think it's advertising something?" Chloe asked. 


"Bound to be," Ashley said. "Why else make a viral video like that?" 


"Does this look like a professionally filmed video?" Megan 
demanded, waving her phone at Ashley. 


"Yes? It's a lot easier to make professional video look like amateur 
footage than the other way around. Hell, the low quality probably 
saved them thousands in special effects." 

"| don't know about that," Kaitlyn interjected. 

Megan beamed at her. "Thank you-" 

"You can't hide bad special effects with low resolution," Kaitlyn 
continued. "Trying just makes the video look bad twice. They 
probably spent just as much as if they were filming it properly." 


Megan's smile promptly turned into a pout. "You girls are zero fun," 
she whined. "Zero. Fun. Where's the suspension of disbelief?" 


"It's called 'not believing everything you read on the internet'," Ashley 
retorted. "Although | guess 'on the internet’ isn't enough of a qualifier 
for you..." 


Megan responded to yet another reminder of ‘that story' by 
faceplanting into her open lunchbox. 


Chloe patted her friend on the shoulder. "It's okay," she told Megan. 
"The fact that you haven't given her a better story in however-many 
years is sort of an accomplishment." 

There was a beat. 

"Oh, | get it!" Ashley crowed. "That was a callback!" 

Soo X SSX S=XK ee- 


Robert-Natalie and Andrew's cousin we'd met at the tennis game- 
lived on the upper floor of a duplex apartment a few blocks away 


from Moperville University, which made me think either he or his 
(presumable) roommate was a grad student. Homura grabbed the 
pie and | grabbed the board games, and we headed up the stairs 
about ten minutes past 5 p.m. Ringing the doorbell produced a shout 
that sounded like 'coming', shortly followed by the door opening to 
reveal a petite woman with frizzy blue hair. 


"Oh, you must be the bakers," she said. "Cassandra and... Emily?" 
"Akemi," Homura said. 


"Oh, I'm sorry-terrible with names. Please, come in." She stepped 
back and waved a hand to welcome us into the house. "You're early-| 
mean, you're fashionably late, which is like being on time, which is 
the same as being early as far as Bobby's friends are concerned. 
Oh, I'm Alexis, but you can call me Lexi. Shoes by the door-let me 
hold that"-she grabbed both the board games and pie without waiting 
for a response-"while you get yourselves sorted. Bobby! Your guests 
are here!" 


"Already?" a man's voice-Robert's-called from deeper in the 
apartment. 


"It's the bakers you told me about!" 

"Oh! Just a moment!" 

"Here you go, dears," Lexi said, handing me the pie and Homura the 
board games. We swapped back just as Robert came around the 
corner. 

"| wasn't sure you were coming!" he said. "Sorry, | should have 
warned you: everyone's always half an hour late to these things. Oh, 
you brought your own games?" 


"And a pie," Homura said, brandishing the pie. 


"Oh, that's lovely!" Lexi said. "Sorry, | have to get ready-Bobby, do try 
to save me a slice, would you?" She scurried back off the same way 
he'd come, stopping only to peck him on the cheek as he went by. 


"Well, you've met my wife," Robert said, rubbing the back of his 
neck. "Sorry about the time, | should have warned you... can | get 
you anything? Soda? Beer?" 


"Tea?" Homura asked. 

"We should have some, somewhere. | hope there's room for the pie 
in the fridge..." he trailed off as he led us in the opposite direction 
from Lexi's exit into a small living room slash kitchen combination, 
the two rooms separated by a countertop with bar seating between 
the tiled and carpeted spaces. "You can put the games down on the 


table," he added as he started looking through cabinets. "Let's see... 
no... nope... no..." 


"Don't worry," Homura said. "I'll just have a soda." 
"It should be here somewhere. Lexi! Do we have tea?" 


"If it's not in the cabinet over the toaster, we're out!" was the 
answering shout. 


Robert had been looking in that very cabinet, and shut it with a sigh. 
"Sorry, no tea." 


"Cola?" 

"That | can definitely do." He opened the fridge, pulled out a can of 
cola, and traded Homura for the pie he then carefully fit into the very 
full fridge. "What can | get you... uh, Sandra, right?" 

"| prefer Cass," | said. "Do you have root beer?" 


"Uh... no, sorry. Cola, Lemon-Up, and Orange." 


"I'll stick with water, then. With ice, if it's not too much trouble." 


Robert snorted. "Like ice would be trouble." He grabbed a glass from 
another cabinet and filled it with ice and water from the dispenser on 
the fridge. "There you go. Uh, we have snacks on the table, and, 
uh..." 


"| put the bags back in the cupboard under the microwave," Lexi 
said, reemerging from the other side of the apartment and grabbing 
her shoes from the shoe rack. She'd clearly spent the time taming 
her hair, which now lay straight with only a slight curl at the end. "I'm 
heading out! If you order pizza, remember to tell the driver to park on 
the street! And don't drip tomato sauce on the carpet! Be back 
around one!" So saying, she grabbed a large case suitable fora 
musical instrument and headed out the door. 


"Have fun!" Robert called, then turned back to us and explained, "We 
schedule these nights around her astrology club meetings." 


"Astronomy!" Lexi yelled from the stairs outside. 


"Cool." | wandered over to the table in the living room. He puta 
couple of coasters down for us, and | put the boardgames I'd 
brought-Pandemic and Codenames-down by the other boxes before 
taking a seat near a bowl of tortilla chips. 


"What did you bring?" Robert asked, stepping around the table to 
look at the boxes. "Pandemic's a classic," he said, picking it up to 
expose the game underneath. "Never heard of this one. What's 
‘Codenames'?" 


"It's a word-logic game," Homura explained. "You set out a bunch of 
words from a deck of cards, and one person on each team gets to 
see the pattern of which word belongs to which team. Then those 
people have to give clues to their team so the other players can 
identify which words are theirs." 


"The clues have to be one word, and you want your team to get 
through their list in as few rounds as possible," | added, "so the 


challenge is picking a word that points to as many ‘correct’ guesses 
as possible while avoiding incorrect ones." 


Robert nodded. "Sounds fun." 
"What do you normally play?" | asked. 


"We played Betrayal at House on the Hill a lot last year," he said, 
"but we've started to hit a lot of repeat Haunts, so | think we're done 
with that." 


"That's a good one," | said, "but | get you on the repetition bit. I've 
seen most of the Haunts myself." 


Robert nodded along with my rambling. "We're not big fans of pure 
co-op, generally; we'd rather play against each other than the board, 
you know? We've been playing a lot of drafting games-Ascension, 
Dominion, that sort of stuff-but Aaron and Jim got really into social 
deduction games after all the Betrayal-ing. You know, like Mafia, if 
you played that in school." 


"Cool." 
"What was that about ordering pizza?" Homura asked. 


Robert put the box down and took a seat himself. "We usually order 
pizza around seven. Snacks are great, but they're not filling.” 


Having been reminded of those snacks, | reached over to the bowl 
and grabbed a tortilla chip, dipped it in guacamole, then carefully 
raised it to my mouth with my other hand under it to catch drips. 


"And the parking?" she asked 


He shrugged. "People complained about delivery cars taking up 
spaces-even though it's, you know, ten minutes tops-so now we're 
supposed to ask them to park on the street. | don't see why, but if the 
alternative is having the landlord yell at you, it's easier to go with the 
flow. Speaking of which, you did park in Guest Parking, right?" 


"Of course." 


"This is pretty good," | said, scooping up more guacamole with a 
second chip. "You make it yourself?" 


"The guac?" Robert asked. "No, it's the supermarket brand. Comes 
in a bag, if you can believe that." 


"Could've fooled me.” 


"Absolutely indiscriminate," Homura muttered. | rolled my eyes and 
helped myself to another tortilla chip. 


"SO," Robert said, "Aunt Jenny-that's Natalie's mother-told me you 
two sponsored the entire tennis team yourselves. That can't have 
been easy." 


Homura handled that one. "It's our way of giving back to the 
community," she said. "Strawfield has been good to us-both the 
people themselves and the other businesses." 


"Other businesses? How so?" 


"We sell more of our desserts to other restaurants in town than we 
do walk-in customers. It gives us steady, reliable, high-volume 
business, So we don't have to worry so much about individual sales." 


"Ah," Robert said, satisfied with her answer. 


"Excuse me for asking," | said, "but are you a graduate student? This 
seems like the sort of place you'd get for easy access to the college." 


He grinned. "Post-grad. That's how | met Lexi, actually-college, | 
mean. We met freshman year, and we've been married for... gosh, 
four years now. Time really flies." 


"What are you studying?" 


"Folklore. Lexi calls it the 'superstition department’, but there is real 
science to be done there-tracing myths back to their sources. Too 
bad '‘folkloristics' sounds so silly." 


"Lexi doesn't approve?" Homura asked. 


He shook his head. "No, no, she just likes having a laugh at my 
expense. It's funny because she's in theoretical physics, so | get to 
call her work ‘superstition’ too." 


Theoretical’ doesn't mean hypothetical." 


"Of course not-it's just a joke between us, like how | call the 
Astronomy Club the Astrology Club." Robert chuckled to himself. 
"Fair warning: you might learn a bit about myths and folklore tonight. 
This is sort of the ‘Folklore Studies' board game group. Plus friends." 


No one interrupted the following lull in the conversation before the 
doorbell did it for us. "That's probably Carl and Aaron," Robert said 
as he got up. "They live just down the street, so they're usually the 
least late." Our host disappeared from view around the corner of the 
kitchen. "Hey, what've you got there?" 


Any response was lost amid the shuffling of shoes and one or more 
coats. "We've got a couple guests," Robert was saying as he led the 
group back down the short hallway to the kitchen. "Guys, meet 
Akemi and... Cass. It was Cass, right?" 


"Yeah." 
"Great. Cass and Akemi, this is Carl and Aaron" 


We exchanged a brief flurry of handshakes as the new players 
settled in. Aaron added another three boxes to the pile. "Did you get 
Pat's text?" he asked Robert. 


"Yeah," Robert said, then explained to us, "One of the usuals 
couldn't make it." 


"You two live in Moperville?" Carl asked me. 
"No," | said. "We live in Strawfield." 
"Lexi's friends?" 


"Nope," Robert said. "They sponsored the tennis team at my niece's 
high school." 


"That's some ‘father's brother's nephew's cousin's former roommate’ 
stuff right there," Aaron said. 


"Spaceballs!" | said, holding a finger up like a flag. 
"But of course!" 


Carl elbowed him. "Quoting Mel Brooks at board game night is 
almost as bad as quoting Monty Python at D&D." 


“Is not." 
"Is too." 
"What about you, then?" | interrupted. "What's your connection?" 


"They're in Folklorology," Aaron said, "and I'm his"-he pointed at 
Carl-"roommate." 


"What do you study?" Homura asked. 


"I'm not in school. | do database management and inventory tracking 
for Swiftride-the car rental company." 


The doorbell rang again. 
Aaron, Carl, and Robert looked at each other. 


"Ben," Aaron said. 


"Greg," Robert said. 


"Gr-fuck," Carl said. "No, you know what, I'm gonna say 'Greg and 
Ben’." 


"Jim's always last," Aaron told us as Robert headed to the door. 
Carl cackled when we heard Robert yell, "Greg! Ben! Hey, come on 
in!" We went through the introductory rigmarole again, followed by 
Carl explaining that he'd correctly gone with the dark-horse guess 
that the two of them tied rather than bet on Jim beating anyone. 
"So we're just waiting on Jim, then?" Ben asked. 


"Seems that way," Robert agreed. "There's no telling when he's 
going to show up, so how about we start something no one minds 
interrupting?" 


The doorbell rang again. 


"| swear, just when | start to rely on him being late..." Robert got 
back up and headed back to the door. "Jim! You're almost on time!" 


"Yeah, yeah, | know," another voice said. "| heard Pat's not coming?" 
"Working late. We've got a couple of guests, though,” Robert said as 
he once again led another person into the kitchen. "Jim, Cass and 
Akemi. Cass and Akemi, Jim." 


"Hello," Jim said, walking around the table to put the games he was 
carrying down on the pile. 


"Hello," Homura and | said. 
Jim went ramrod straight, then slowly turned to look at us. 
"Uh... hi..." he said. 


"Jim?" Robert asked. 


"Nothing," Jim said. "Nothing's wrong." He finished putting the boxes 
down and walked back around the table to take the seat with its back 
to the door. 


There was a brief pause before everyone collectively decided not to 
press too hard. 


"Right," Robert said. "How should we start?" 


Aaron reached over and picked up one of the boxes he'd added to 
the stack. "I finally got my copy of Werewolves!!!, so how about we 
start with-" 


"Maybe not?" Jim interrupted. 


"Okay..." Aaron put that back and pulled a smaller box out of the 
pile. "Masquerade, then?" 


"Uh..." Jim's hands were rubbing themselves together without his 
direction. "Not, uh, deduction games tonight?" 


Robert glanced at the other regulars, but they were equally baffled. 
"All right. Uh, | guess we could do Utilities!-" 


"Utilities! is for only six players," Carl said. 
"Oh, damn." 


"We can be a team," Homura said. | nodded, and the decision was 
made. 


It was just as well; | couldn't focus on the game at all. Homura 
dictated strategy, | moved the pieces, and Jim twitched every time 
we took our turn. Even when it was his turn, he spent more time 
looking at us than at the board. 


We'd joked about getting into trouble, accepting an invitation to a 
strange man's house. I'd been relieved to see that everything about 
Robert spoke to a nice, friendly, happily married guy. Jim, on the 


other hand, skeeved me the fuck out-even before | caught him 
glancing towards the block of kitchen knives in the other room. Holy 
fuck he's literally considering stabbing us with a kitchen knife. What 
the fuck is wrong with this guy? 

Thankfully, someone else noticed that things were Not Okay. 


"Jim?" Robert asked about ten minutes into the game. "Can | talk to 
you for a moment?" 


"What?" Jim asked. "Oh. Uh. Yeah, sure, let's do that." The two 
walked off to what | assumed were the bedrooms. 


| was sitting between Homura and Ben, so he was the one | turned 
to. "Is Jim... uh..." How do | put this gently? "... uncomfortable 
around women?" 

"What? No, not at all! Patrica's one of our regulars." 

‘Strange' women, then? Bah, I'm grasping at straws. 


"Maybe we should leave..." | said. 


"No, you..." Ben stopped, then sighed. "Sorry. | really don't know 
what's gotten into him. He hasn't been like this in years." 


"What happened years ago?" 

He winced. "! probably shouldn't say." 

"Well, now they're going to think it's something awful," Carl said, 
leaning across the table. "He got mugged a couple years back. He's 
a sensitive guy; it really shook him up." 


"By a woman?" | asked. 


"Nah, just some dude. Like Ben said, he's fine with women. Dunno 
why he's like this." 


Homura caught my eye and nodded towards the fridge, and | got up 
and followed her far enough away from the table for a whispered 
conversation. 


"He has a spell to detect magical creatures," she whispered, "and 
the 'mugging' was a near death encounter with an aberration." 


"| assume you Saw the spell," | whispered back, "but how do you 
know the rest of it?" 


"He's currently trying to convince Robert that you're a vampire 
without sounding like a lunatic." She opened the fridge and grabbed 
another can of cola, then added, "! believe he is failing on both 
counts." 


| glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was paying 
attention to us, then hid my head behind the fridge door, put on my 
fox ears, and pointed them down the hall. 


"... Know it is!" Jim was saying, "but I'm telling you, I'm sure! It's 
exactly the same thing | felt from the thing in the alley. This isn't a 
joke, and-and I'm not crazy! This is real, dude, we are seriously in 
danger here!" 


"She's not going to kill anyone. She runs a bakery, for chrissake! 
She's been eating normal food since she got here, and I'm pretty 
sure guacamole has garlic in it-| cannot believe | am actually having 
this conversation." 


"Great," | mumbled. "He's clued in just enough to be scared, but not 
enough to know what he should be scared of." 


"So it seems," Homura agreed. 


"Who knows which parts of the legends are real, man? | mean, you 
invited her in-" 


"Jim, please, listen to yourself. You're freaking out because you have 
a ‘feeling’ that some woman-who | met because she made a 
charitable contribution to my cousin's school-is a vampire." 


"| Know! | Know, man. Look, we-we go way back, and I'm telling you, 
I'm one hundred percent serious about this." 


"What do we do?" 

"We either convince him that you're not a vampire, or leave." 

"Jim, look, | want to believe you, but you're not giving me anything to 
work with, here. What am | supposed to do? Kick her out because 
my friend has a weird feeling?" 

"Yes! Yes, that is exactly what | am telling you to do-please!" 


"You mean you convince him," | said. "| don't want to get staked." 


She nodded. "I'll talk to him, let him know he's not going crazy and 
how and why he's getting a ‘feeling’ from you." 


"Assuming he listens." 

"| can be very convincing when | need to be." 

"Look, even if-I can't believe I'm saying this-even if she is a vampire, 
is she really going to do anything here? Maybe vampires just want to 
play board games sometimes." 

"Are you serious?!" 

"Are you?!" 


There was a pause in the conversation, so | ditched the ears and 
headed down the hallway with Homura. "Robert?" 


"Just a minute!" 


Robert met us at the front door. 
"Hey," he said. "Sorry about that-" 
"Can | talk to him?" Homura asked. 


"Uh..." Robert faltered, reluctant to expose his friend's apparent 
mental breakdown to a couple near-strangers. "Jim is, uh..." 


He shuffled in place, helpless as to how to finish that sentence. 
"Something scared him?" Homura asked. 

"Yeah. He... well... he's sort of..." 

"He thinks I'm a vampire," | said. 

"Yeah, he-how did you know that?" 

"Well, I'm not-" 

"Yeah, of course-" 

"-but | think | Know why he thinks | am." 

He blinked. "What, really?" 


"Yeah. | could elaborate, but honestly, it's going to sound just as 
crazy as whatever he's said, so..." 


"Yeah, | get it. Psychic auras and stuff like that, right?" 
"Something like that," | hedged. 
"Right. Fff-fridge." He ran a hand through his hair, not meeting my 


eyes. "| don't want to kick you out, but Jim's having an absolute 
panic attack and | don't want him to drive home like this..." 


"Would you let me talk to him?" Homura asked. "I think | can calm 
him down. If he's okay with it." 


"Uh... | can ask..." 
"Please do." 


Robert headed down the hall into one of the rooms, leaving us alone 
for a moment. 


"You think he'll be okay talking to someone who keeps my 
company?" | asked Homura. 


"| hope so," she replied. "| would rather not leave him like this." 
"Yeah. Well, here's hoping." 


As it happened, Robert returned with permission, so the two of them 
traded places. 


"I'm sorry," | told him. 
"No, /'m sorry. It's not your fault." 


Robert shifted back and forth on his feet, waffling between looking at 
me and not looking at me. "This was a real mess," he grumbled. 


"It could be worse." 

"Yeah?" 

"| could actually be a vampire." 
"That's not funny.” 

"Sorry." 


We stood there. 


Awkwardly. 


| headed back into the kitchen to collect the games just to break the 
world's most awkward not-staring contest. "Sorry guys," | told the 
rest of the group. "We'll be leaving early." There were polite reactions 
of dismay, but no one actually tried to change my mind. | didn't know 
if they were more concerned about Jim or us, but they'd clearly seen 
something was wrong. 

Robert escorted me back to the door and held the games while | put 
my shoes back on. "Wasn't there another box?" he asked, looking at 
the pair in his arms. "Wait, the pie-" 

"You can keep it." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yeah, we didn't expect to have leftovers anyway." 

"Oh. Uh, thanks." 

Damn it, awkward again. 


"We're done," Homura said as she headed back into the hall. "Have 
a good evening, Robert." 


"You too. Sorry." 
"Don't worry about it.” 


We called one final goodbye to the others as she put her shoes back 
on, then headed down the stairs to the car. 


"Well, that sucked," | grumbled. 


"We helped someone," Homura reminded me. "He's Awakened, but 
he didn't have a spellbook or any idea of what his spell actually did." 


"You gave him a spellbook, then?" 


"And a referral to the Moperville Paranormal Division." Homura 
stopped talking while we climbed into the car, then added, "I'll send 
Max a message so he won't be fobbed off as a loony by accident." 


"That's good; it wasn't a wasted trip if we helped someone. Dinner?" 
She flipped her phone open, then stopped. "Since we're in town and 
I'm about to call him anyway, how about we see if Max and company 
have eaten yet?" 

"Sounds great." 

---X==X==X--- 


Max and company hadn't eaten, so he, Homura, Zeke, Garrus, and | 
all went out to a local steakhouse for dinner. 


"Well, that sucks," Max said once Homura and | finished narrating 
our night up to this point. "Did you get a description of the 
aberration?" 


"A middle-aged man with pale skin and hair, and four hairy spider 
legs coming out of his back, which it used-" 


"To run up a wall and away from the scene of the fight?" Max asked. 
Homura nodded. 


"Well, at least we know we don't have to worry about it," he said. 
"Agent Wolf killed it a few months before we got here. He was still 
writing up the incident report and used it to try to scare the new guy." 


"New guy meaning you?" | asked. 


"Yeah. | was transferred into the Paranormal Division due to my 
involvement with Zeke." 


"Ah, yeah, Edward said something about that when | talked to him at 
the barbecue a year back." 


"He also complained about letting her Know about Zeke's 
background," Gary told Max. "He meant well, but it was a bit... uh..." 


"Meddlesome?" Homura suggested. 


"| was looking for a word more like... condescending. | might have 
been a bit intense in getting him to shut up about it." 


"What did you do?" Max asked. 


"| told him they might have to take Zeke in if something happened to 
us, which was probably not the friendliest place to take the 
conversation considering he's responsible, at least in part, for not 
getting you killed." 


"I'm very hard to kill, though." She turned to Zeke and added, "You 
don't have to worry about me dying." 


"| don't." 
"Well, that's not very nice!" 
Zeke's only reaction was a sigh. 


"You know, for all that Ace and Deanna and Gary and | have been 
his 'guardians'," Max said, "he seems to have picked up most of his 
body language from you." 


"Me?" | asked. 

"He sighs a lot," Gary said. 

"| don't sigh that much," Zeke and | said over each other. 

| looked to Homura for backup and found none. "You both sigh a lot," 


she said. "And now you're facepalming in perfect sync. Back to the 
aberration, Max-you're sure it's dead?" 


Max nodded. "Yes, I'm sure. | think the report is in the binder | gave 
Cass, come to think of it." 


"It wouldn't even have occurred to me to check," | admitted. 


"| didn't expect you to-I gave it to you as a curio, not a reference 
book. At any rate, Agent Wolf encountered the aberration fleeing 
from an encounter with an unknown hunter-" 


"On December 22nd ?" Homura interrupted. 
".. yes?" 


"That wasn't a hunter, that was the man we met. He struck the 
aberration with a thrown beer bottle he accidentally enchanted." 


Max stared at her for a moment. 

"A beer bottle." 

"That is what he said." 

He shook his head in disbelief. "The thing was already nearly dead 
when he found it-that's why he never tried to track down the other 
party. You're telling me a complete amateur did that with a thrown 
bottle?" 

"Yes." 


Max pulled a face. 


"Wow," | muttered. "I'm suddenly very glad | did not get within staking 
distance." 


"You're in steaking distance now," Zeke said. 
"But none of you-wait, steak-ing distance?!" 


He gave me a look that was the very picture of innocence. 


"You've been a bad influence," Gary told me. 

"No, I've been an excellent influence. Right, Zeke?" 

"| believe so," Zeke confirmed. "Puns are a form of humor | could 
never have appreciated in my previous life. Would you like to see 
pictures of Abby?" 

"Abby?" | repeated. 

"Our cat." 

"You finally named your cat?" 

"Calling her ‘the cat' felt too impersonal." 

"He had me ask her permission," Max told me. 

"And she gave it?" 

"She was a bit miffed we'd been calling her 'the cat' this whole time." 


| snorted. 


"Wait. If you can talk to animals, why didn't you just ask her her 
name?" 


He shrugged. "Most of cat communication is body language. How 
would we pronounce it?" 


"Oh." 

"Pictures?" Zeke reminded me. 

| smiled. "Sure, let's see the cat." 
"Abby." 


"Sorry." 
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Zeke extracted a promise over dinner that we'd let him visit over the 
summer. | thought that meant he'd stop by the shop one day. 


"What do you mean, he's staying for a week?" 


"He's staying for a week," Homura repeated. "He'll be here 
tomorrow." 


"Tomorrow?!" It was Sunday, so we had all day to prepare, but still! 
"Where's he going to sleep?" 


"We have a spare bedroom." 
"We do?" 
"| only furnished mine for appearance's sake. | don't sleep." 


And so, after a few minor adjustments to turn an unused bedroom 
room into a guest bedroom, the apartment was ready. 


---X==X==X--- 


| didn't see much of Zeke during the day, since | still had a job. | 
knew he wasn't bored, though, because Homura put him to work in 
the kitchen. Well, to be precise, he volunteered; I'd been surprised 
she accepted. Now | knew there were people whose help Homura 
would accept when it came to preparing pastries for sale, and | 
wasn't among them. 


Zeke's natural overabundance of talent with all things technical and 
artistic likely played a role. 


The evenings made me nostalgic for our outings last Jump: the three 
of us walked around town, peeking into the stores that stayed open 
later than ours and talking about whatever crossed our minds. A 
typical night might include Homura's musings on which pastries 
would sell best the next day, my exasperation at the irregularity of 


the Unnamed Strawfield Book Club's meetings (as this was several 
months before Andrew made his fateful selection), or Zeke's 
grudging acceptance of his peer's overtures of friendship. 


| considered that last one noteworthy, but Zeke threw it in as an 
afterthought. 


"I'm glad to hear you're finally making friends," | said. 

"I've made friends," he replied. 

"| meant friends at school." 

"| made friends at school." 

| gave him my best 'dubious' look, having stayed well appraised of 
his activities from the boy himself. Zeke walked his claim back to, 
"I've made acquaintances at school." 


"So are these peers going to be friends, or acquaintances?" 


"We'll see. Tedd is determined to be my friend, though | am unsure 
why." 


"Perhaps it's simply that your parents work together," Homura 
suggested. 


"Maybe. He is persistent." 

"Persistent enough to actually become your friend?" | asked. 

"He may already have." 

"What changed?" Homura asked. 

"It was my newest attempt to make school less unbearably dull," 
Zeke said. "Less relevantly, Max told me | should make friends with 


Tedd because it would be my best chance to get involved in magical 
hijinks | could study. | told her that making friends with someone 


solely out of self-interest was contrary to the concept of ‘friendship’, 
and she told me that | clearly understood enough about friendship to 
be a good friend while also enjoying the peripheral benefits. | am 
dubious of that claim." 

"You'll figure it out," | told him. "Everyone has to learn at some point." 


"| believe most people learn at an age where errors are given more 
leniency." 


"Then you'd best learn now," Homura said, "before you reach an age 
where one is given even less." 


Zeke grudgingly accepted that argument. 
"Did you ever learn how to transform into a raven?" he asked me. 
"No. | gave it a shot, but my plan sucked..." 


It didn't take long to tell the story. It took even less time for him to find 
the obvious flaw. 


"Why didn't you just attract a raven to your window with food?" 


| looked at Zeke. Then | looked at Homura. "You didn't tell me the 
plan," she pointed out. "How do you expect me to have criticized it?" 


That was a fair point, but it didn't fee! fair. 


"Personally," she continued, "/ would have reminded you that you 
have a Uryoum bodysuit in the closet." 


| facepalmed. Maybe Tina had been onto something with that “all- 
solving hammer" quip after all. 


"Ugh," | groaned. "I feel like I've been pranked.” 


"By whom? Yourself?" 


"No need to kick me while I'm down." 


Once we got home, | found some raven-appropriate bird-feed and 
headed out into the parking lot in baggy sweat-clothes. "Hey, 
ravens!" | called. "| have food!" 


Sure enough, a couple ravens settled on a gutter above me. "Talking 
human!" one said. "I've never met a talking human before! Can we 
trade for your food?" (Note: I'm being a bit liberal with the translation, 
but this was the general gist.) 


"Annie's good at finding shiny things!" the other one said. (Note: I'm 
using the name 'Annie' because the names raven have for each 
other are untranscribeable, and because this one registered to my 
perk-granted understanding as feminine.) "Humans trade shiny 
things for food, right?" 

"Actually, | want a favor. | want to copy your appearance.” 


"You're too big," the second bird said. | nicknamed him ‘Bert’. "Way 
too big." 


"Will it give us the food if it fails?" Annie asked. 


"Yes, I'll give you the food even if it fails. Just sit still for a moment, 
okay?" 


"It might be a trick," Bert warned her. 


"How about | give you the food now if you agree to sit still 
afterwards? I'll keep my distance." 


The two birds leaned in for a quick conference. "Okay," Annie said. 
"Give us the food, and then do whatever it is you want to do." 


So | did. The ravens reacted to me turning into a copy of one much 
the same way | expected a person would-a person who wasn't 


already used to nonsense like that, anyway. The gist of it was 'aaaa 
what the fuck’, which... yeah, fair. 


Once I'd freed myself from my discarded clothes-which Zeke 
helpfully collected-the two ravens hopped down to ground level to 
take a closer look. "You look exactly like me," Annie complained. "It's 
like looking into a pond." 


"| said | wanted to copy your appearance." 

"It's creepy!" 

"Okay, hold on. Uh, wow, doing this with wings is awkward." | 
eventually got the spell to hit the other bird, then turned into a blend 
of their features. "Better?" 

"Better," she allowed. 


"Much better," Bert agreed. 


Annie croaked out a laugh. "You can copy us any day if you bring 
more food." 


"| don't need to copy you again," | said. "I can transform back and 
forth whenever | want." 


"| think we've been had," Bert said. 


"| never offered an ongoing deal. I'll still give you some more food for 
being so helpful, though. Wait here." | teleported into my bedroom, 
got dressed again, and grabbed the bag of birdseed before heading 
out to where Zeke was still waiting. It only took a few assurances 
before Annie and Bert hopped down and sat on our hands as they 
ate. 


"This is great," Zeke said. "| never get this close to the birds in our 
yard." 


"What's it saying?" Annie asked me. 


"He's happy your friend is sitting on his hand," | explained. 
"Why?" 

"He likes birds." 

"Why?" 

"Because you can fly." 


"We are pretty great," Bert said as he picked through the seeds in 
Zeke's palm for his favorites. 


"Is that why you wanted to turn into a bird?" Annie asked me. 
"Yes, actually." 


"Well, if you want us to teach you to fly, you're going to have pay us 
more!" 


"| already know how to fly." The avian instincts from last Jump had 
started telling me exactly what to do the moment I'd transformed 
even without being slotted. Yay for plain old ‘skills’. 


"Told you we've been had," Bert complained. 
He still ate his fill, of course. 
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Zeke was set to leave the Sunday after he'd arrived; Max would be 
by to pick him up that afternoon, as Zeke's provisional permit didn't 
allow him on the freeway without supervision. Zeke being Zeke, he 
was likely among the best drivers on the planet, but his odd stubborn 
streak when it came to obeying rules meant he wasn't willing to try. 


After breakfast, Homura begged off, citing the need to prepare for 
next week's baking, so Zeke and | headed down to the dog park 
without her. It was a wonderful day: a few wispy clouds did nothing to 


diminish the beauty of the wide blue sky, and a gentle breeze 
relieved the worst of the summer heat. We spent the first block of our 
journey simply enjoying the weather. 


Zeke spoke up as we crossed the first street intersection. 
"Thank you for hosting me," he said. 

"I'm glad you came," | replied. "This was fun." 

“It was." 


It was no surprise that the dog park was busy on a Sunday morning 
like this. We sat down on one of the benches lining the perimeter of 
the park and watched the dogs run circles around what | still thought 
of-in the privacy of my own head-as the 'stinky oak tree’. 


"| slightly regret not Jumping with you and Homura," Zeke said. 
"Really?" | asked. "Why's that?" 
Zeke didn't reply for nearly a minute. 


"| feel that Max views me as a project," he said at last. "There is no 
specific element in his actions towards me | can point to, but the 
conditions under which | joined make it a constant suspicion." 


"Oh," | said. "I'm sorry to hear that." 


"You were right that many people are willing to extend to me the 
benefit of the doubt, but those who are most ‘interested’ in me are 
also the ones least apt to treat me as a person. Max thinks of me as 
a ‘work in progress’. Ace wants to make sure I'm 'domesticated’. 
Deanna pities me. Even Homura, who | consider a good friend, has 
an undercurrent of judgment in our interactions." 


"Judgment?" 


"Approval is still a judgment." 


| supposed it was. 


"| think everyone who has purposefully sought my company has an 
angle of some sort," Zeke continued, "but | find yours the most 
palatable. Thank you." 


"You're... welcome?" | replied. "I'm not sure how to take that, to be 
perfectly honest. What do you think my angle is?" 


"Curiosity. You want to know who | will become." 
"And that's the most palatable 'angle'?" 


"The category of ‘those who have purposefully sought my company’ 
is rather narrow." 


“Ans 


There was a brief pause before he felt the need to clarify, "To be 
clear, | do not wish to imply that yours is the best of a bad selection. 
Your curiosity and concern for my wellbeing are pleasantly 
maternal." 


"Maternal?" 


"You aren't trying to make me into a particular person, merely 
watching to see what | do, as a parent might. That is the largest 
reason | would have preferred to join you this time, though 
Management might have insisted we stay in Moperville. They singled 
me out for this Jump, as they did Tess the previous decade." 


Zeke sighed. 


"It is not that life with Max and Garrus is unpleasant,” he continued. 
"They care about my wellbeing just as much as you do, and have 
been the model of caring adoptive parents this Jump. Nevertheless, | 
can't ignore the sensation of being ‘worked on’. | am aware it may be 
‘in my head’, as you say, but even were it not, | can't disagree with 


such treatment. | am in full Support of reforming myself, so | should 
not regret my decision after all." 


"It's still not great." 

"It could be better, but | do not plan to repeat childhood again.” 
"That doesn't mean you won't," | warned him. "I wasn't planning to 
repeat childhood again, either, but | ended up at age twelve last 
Jump." 

"Why?" 

"Management." 


We both sighed, this time. 
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Chapter 100: Fly on the Wall 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 100: Fly on the Wall 


"Welcome back," | called as seven familiar faces-plus one I'd seen 
once before-trudged into Home Sweet Home with reluctance that 
didn't reflect on me at all. (No, really-they were just bummed out 
about school starting up again.) 


"It's good to be back," Natalie said. 
"It's good to be back here," Mike corrected her. 
"Fine. It's good to be back here." 


"You really eat in here?" Rebecca-whose ‘face I'd seen once before'- 
asked her sister. 


"Yeah," Megan said. "Do you not like it?" 
"Dunno. Seems weird.” 


Megan cleared her throat and turned to me. "Hello, Cassandra," she 
said. "This is Becky. Becky, Cassandra. You've met before." 


"Nice to meet you, Becky," | said. 
Becky grumbled something unintelligible and sulked off the tables. 


"Don't take it personally," Megan said, frowning at her sister's back. 
"She's had a bad, uh... years." 


"My sympathies." 


"She's just like that," Ashley told me. "I don't think she actually likes 
any of us; she just doesn't have any of her own friends." 


"Ashley," Megan snapped. 

"What? You were the one who said she didn't have any friends!" 
"At this school," Chloe said. "Important detail, Ash." 

"Same difference. How's the shop?" 


"Destroyed in a freak butter-creaming accident," | deadpanned. 
"There's nothing left." 


All seven regulars looked at me in confusion for a few seconds 
before they realized | was kidding. 


"Wow. First day of school really did a number on you guys, didn't it?" 
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It seemed Becky was going to be a permanent fixture, given that she 
showed up with the gang the very next day. 


"Hey, Becky," | called. "| heard you paint miniatures?" 
"Yeah," she grunted, not bothering to look at me. "Why?" 


"That's cool. | tried to do something similar for Halloween last year, 
but Ashley told me it looked terrible." 


"Did it?" 


"See for yourself." | pulled the old plastic-and-paint combadge out of 
my apron pocket and held it up to the light, and Becky got up and 
wandered over to the counter to take a closer look. 


"She's not wrong," she judged. "You did use mini-specific paint, 
right?" 


"Yeah, and a base coat and all that." 

"Where did you get the actual thing?" 

"| printed it." 

Becky seemed slightly more interested now. "Yourself?" 

"Yeah," 

"Did you make sure to get a primer that would work with the plastic?" 
"Yeah. Well, it was supposed to." 

She shrugged. "Then you might just suck at it." 

"Becky," Megan chided from the table. 


"Fine. Let me see that." Becky took the combadge and gave ita 
more thorough inspection. 


"You slathered on too much paint," she concluded. "Use a smaller 
brush and thinner coats-it's not supposed to look like the sample 
after only one layer, so don't try. Your base coat could use more 
layers, too-the colors look off because the gray plastic underneath is 
darkening them." 


"Thanks. I'll keep that in mind." 

"Do you even have something else to paint?" 
| did not. "I have a printer," | noted. 

"That's a 'no'." 

"| prefer to think of it as a possibility space." 


Becky rolled her eyes and headed back to the table. 


"Hey!" | called after her. 
"What?" 
"Gimme back my combadge!" 


She tossed the combadge across the room in an arc that let me 
Snag it out of the air easily. 


"Nice throw," | said as | tucked it back into my pocket. 


"Whatever." Becky sat down and huddled into her hoodie, giving the 
entire world the cold shoulder. 


The phone rang, and by the time | finished taking an order for a full- 
pan sheet cake-for a middle manager's retirement party, judging by 
the requested decoration and the caller's unrelenting banality-the 
kids were already getting ready to leave. 


"Hey, Becky?" | called again. 


The girl grumbled as she-reluctantly-gave me the peerless privilege 
of her full attention. "What?" 


"If you ever want to amaze me with your miniatures, I'd be happy to 
see them." 


Becky rolled her eyes again and wandered out the door with the rest 
of the group. 
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"This was my character," Becky said as she showed me a painted 
knight about four inches tall. She'd done her best to look 
disinterested in the prospect of ‘talking shop’, but she'd a/so taken 
me up on my offer the very next day, which sort of gave the game 
away. 


The knight she was currently showing off was posed like he was 
having his portrait painted; helmet under his left arm, right hand 
resting on the hilt of a sheathed sword planted point-first in the dirt in 
front of him. Given that the figure's head was smaller than my thumb, 
it spoke a lot to her abilities that | could tell the man was handsome, 
blue-eyed, middle aged, and hadn't shaved in a couple days. His 
breastplate bore a lion rampant beneath a sun and stars, as did the 
shield on his back, both made to look like gold-inlaid steel with 
painted accents. 


"The detail you did here is incredible," | told her. 


"Isn't it?" she preened. "He looks like a generic human fighter, so he 
can stand in for a lot of characters, but the guy | was playing was a 
Magic Knight who serves as an Inquisitor who sought to stamp out 
the worship of the evil gods. His order is constantly squabbling with 
the paladins who are seeking to do the same thing, but, you know, 
ethically. ‘Unfortunately’, the Inquisition was out of favor with the 
crown at the time, so a lot of Inquisitors were getting crappy odd 
jobs, which was why he was in the party rather than going around 
being a dick to people. And he started off at level 1 because 
Inquisitors normally had retainers to do their fighting for them." 


Becky started wrapping the figure back up in tissue paper as she 
continued, "| made him because | wanted a character who filled the 
‘token evil teammate’ niche but still clearly belonged in the party. He 
had 'Good' goals, but he was a total dick who thinks torture is a 
perfectly valid method of interrogation. | was looking forward to him 
getting his comeuppance, but the dice really liked him, to the point 
he would have brought the Inquisition back into prominence if 
another PC hadn't sabotaged his efforts by making him look 
incompetent." 


"Your DM let him do that?" 


"| okayed it out of character, the Inquisition were absolutely the bad 
guys. Sir Reginald of Carlay only did as much good as he did 
because he didn't have the royal authority to Inquisit anymore." 


"| think you mean 'Inquire’." 


"Whatever." She put the bundled-up figurine back in the box, then 
withdrew another. 


"If you think the detail on that one is nice, look at this one!" Becky 
announced as she unwrapped a miniature that looked like an 
alligator wearing nineteenth-century nobleman's finery, brandishing a 
rapier in one hand with the other behind his back. "It's my favorite 
from an ‘arts and crafts' standpoint. The character was kind of 
boring, mostly because the player was kinda boring, but | love the 
detail | managed to put into the clothes. The plastic lace looked 
awful, so | ended up cutting it all off with an X-Acto knife and 
replacing it with actual cloth. Look at it!" 


"Wow," | said. "It came out awesome." 


It really had. The reptilian head was excellently done, colors and 
details on the skin speaking to Someone who'd taken the time to look 
up references, and the right hand-the one holding the ‘rapier’, which 
closer inspection revealed to be a sewing needle fastened to the 
plastic hilt-had been carefully painted to match. She'd painted an 
elaborate embroidered pattern onto the plastic 'cloth' making up the 
figure's coat, and had done so in a way that it followed its folds 
rather than simply texturing over it, and that wasn't even getting into 
the additions: not only was there a small bit of lace poking out of the 
coat's sleeves and hem, she'd managed to tie a properly sized cloth 
cravat to cover up the seam where she'd glued the lizard head to 
another figurine's body. Turning the figurine around revealed that the 
left hand had been replaced with a lizard-man's claw in the same 
way the head had been, the lace at the sleeve once again covering 
up a seam. 


Becky was right to be proud of her work. The details made me want 
to learn more about this character, whoever he was. 


"What's his story?" 


"Szetheg, a lizard-folk nobleman on the brink of being disowned by 
his family for spending his every waking hour womanizing or dueling, 
who hoped to earn fame and fortune as an adventurer so he could 
return home in undisputed esteem. Decent back-story, lackluster 
execution. Heh, 'execution’." Becky pantomimed a flick to the 
model's head. "We were searching a monster-infested Dwarven ruin 
for a portal to the underworld when he was decapitated in a freak 
minecart accident." 


"What a way to go." 
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Halloween came around again, as it did every year. I'd been curious 
if the armor Max had given me last Jump could be resized by my 
clothes-morphing spell, or if its magic resistance would interfere. It 
was a moot point, as I'd forgotten-or possibly never been told-that it 
was self-resizing. 


| was a little surprised that Kaitlyn recognized the outfit, and | think 
she was as well. 


"That's a little obscure, isn't it?" she asked me. 
"You recognized it." 


"lam not the benchmark you should be using for whether or nota 
videogame reference is obscure." 


"I! recognized it," Chloe chimed in. 
"It's a JRPG, then,” Ashley said. 


Chloe turned around and put her hands on her hips. "What are you 
saying? If Kaitlyn and | both know it, it has to be a JIRPG?" 


"Is it?" 


She held her indignant pose for as long as she could before 
slumping forward and sighing in defeat. "Yes." 


"Hah!" 
"Who is it?" Natalie asked. "| mean, who are you supposed to be?" 


"Nina," Kaitlyn answered. "Breath of Fire I/." Megan looked it up on 
her phone and passed the Google Image search results around. 


"Wow, that's a really good likeness," Mike said. 
"No wings?" Megan asked. 


| gestured at the counter. "Not much space back there, and the last 
thing | want is to shed feathers in the food." 


"Oh. | guess that makes sense." 
"Great costume, though," Mike repeated. 
"Thanks. Why aren't any of you dressed up?" 


Natalie huffed. "Our school banned costumes this year because 
someone might-might-bring a toy gun." 


"Wow." 

"To be fair," Nick said, "there was an incident last year." 

"At another school," Mike added. 

"But it did happen." 

"Just to clarify," Ashley told me, "someone in another district brought 
in a toy gun-not a BB gun, not even a squirt-gun, just a piece of gun- 


shaped plastic-and their response was to ban Halloween costumes 
entirely." 


| shrugged. "Consider this a valuable lesson in public policy-making." 
"Then public policy-making sucks!" 

"That is the lesson." 

oe ea Ce 

"Ugh," Natalie groaned a couple weeks later. "College essays suck." 
"College applications suck," Kaitlyn agreed. 

"College applications suck," Mike echoed. 


The four juniors exchanged nervous glances. "Are you trying to 
scare us?" Ashley asked. "Because it's working." 


"It is not," Chloe said. 

"It totally is. You're scared." 

“Am not." 

"Well, Megan's scared." 

"Why me?" Megan whined. 

“Cause you're scared." 

"She's not scared," Becky said. "You're scared." 

"| mean, yes?" Ashley said. "| said it was working.” 
"It's probably not that bad," Nick told her. 

"How would you know?" 

"You complained just as much about finals freshman year." 


Ashley brightened a little at that. 


"Where are you guys applying?" | asked the group. 

"Everywhere?" Mike said. "| dunno what | even want to study.” 
"Just throwing things out to see what sticks, then?" 

“| guess." 

| looked at the girls. 

"| want to get into LMU," Kaitlyn said. 

"That's in..." 

"Los Angeles." 

"Right." | totally knew that. "Pretty exclusive, isn't it?" 

"Yeah, it's kinda my ‘stretch’ school. But, hey, maybe I'll get lucky?" 
"Can't hurt to try," | agreed. "What about you, Natalie?" 

"I'm applying to Harvard and MIT, but those're longshots even with 
my grades," Natalie said. "Which is fine 'cause | kinda want to go to 
Moperville U anyway?" 

"MVU is my safety school, too!" Kaitlyn exclaimed. 

The two girls high-fived. 


"Loamhill is my safety school," Mike grumbled. "It's not even ona 
hill." 


"It's actually the highest point in Apoapolis,” | told him. 
"Really?" 


"No, | made that up.” 


Ashley offered me a high-five that | was too far away to physically 
complete. We pantomimed it anyway. 


Chloe turned to Megan and told her, "Ashley's been a bad influence 
on Cassandra." 


"Have not!" Ashley protested. 


"You think it took me my whole life to learn how to mess with 
people?" | asked. 


"See?" 


"MVU's a good school," Natalie declared, dragging everyone back to 
the previous conversation, "and the campus is nice, but | mostly 
wanna go there because it's close and | have family in town." 


"| thought your family drove you nuts," Ashley said. 


Natalie shook her head. "No, no, my family's great! | just don't like 
baby-sitting." 


"Ah, yeah, | get you." 

"Would you go to MIT if you got in?" Kaitlyn asked. 

"Oh, absolutely! Not counting on it, though.” 

"Do you three have any idea what you want to major in yet?" | asked. 


"Not at all," Mike said. "I don't even really want to go to college at all, 
but | do want to have a decent job, so... bleh." 


"Math," Natalie answered. "Maybe a minor in one of the harder 
sciences? | dunno what | want to do for a living, but | like numbers, 
and it's not like there aren't a ton of jobs that can use a math 
degree." 


"Writing," Kaitlyn said. "| want to work on video games, but all the 
computer science stuff is... ehhh." 


"Boring?" | guessed. 


"| was thinking more along the lines of 'a sausage fest’. | don't even 
know if it's boring or not-but | do know | don't want to deal with being 
the only girl in the major." 


Mike and Nick looked confused when the other girls began nodding 
knowingly. 


---X==X==X--- 


After the disastrous last book choice, the Unnamed Strawfield Book 
Club was all but dead, but the mailing list still existed. Lizzie used it 
to invite the five of us to a movie night. 


"Andy's cousin showed him this movie," she wrote, "and he showed 
me, and it was AWESOME and HILARIOUS and TONS OF FUN. 
You have to see it!!! Are we all free Sunday?" 


By some strange coincidence, we were. Penny hosted again, making 
this an odd bookend for the saga of the Unnamed Strawfield Book 
Club. Andrew brought the movie- 


"Anime?" Jess asked with the tone of someone who'd picked up a 
juicy-looking apple only to find it was made of wax. 


"It's good,” Lizzie insisted. 


"It's really good," Andrew agreed. "Don't worry, | watched it first this 
time!" 


"We both did!" 


"It's the kind of movie you can only watch for the first time once," he 
continued, "so you have to watch it with friends! The reactions are 
the best part!" 


Jess was still skeptical, but curiosity won out, and she settled down 
into the corner of the larger couch. 


"Subbed or dubbed?" Penny asked as she accepted the DVD case. 


"Do both," Lizzie said. "We're probably gonna talk over the movie 
anyway." 


"Oh," Kaylee grumbled. "It's one of those." 
"No, trust me, it's great. You don't want to miss anything, that's all!" 


So we settled into the couches and chairs with buckets of popcorn 
as Penny set up Redline. Things started off well enough as the 
movie set up the introductory race in the opening two minutes. Then 
we got to the racers- 


"Sonoshee!?" | yelled, jumping off the couch at that 'reveal'. 
"Cass?" several people asked. 
"Nothing," | muttered as | sat back down. "Nevermind." 


Movie night had turned out more informative than intended. No 
wonder she thought Generic Twentieth Century Earths were so 
monotonous. The male lead was obviously James, even if he didn't 
wear his hair in such a ridiculous... whatever the hell you wanted to 
Call it. 


The movie was also a lot of fun, as promised. Lizzie was right: we 
talked over the whole movie because there was so much to talk 
about. 


"Ah, yes, the Democratic People's Republic of Roboworld!" (it was 
none of those things) 


"Oh, how romantic!" (it was not) 


"How is that street legal?" (it was not) 


"Now this is podracing!" (it... arguably was?) 


"Meanwhile, in an entirely different movie-" (any time it cut away 
from the titular race) 


"WHAT IS GOING ON?!" (repeatedly and about many things) 
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Christmas happened. New Year's happened. To my mingled delight 
and exasperation, Home Sweet Home remained busy into January; 
we'd established ourselves beyond 'the holiday pie place’, which was 
a victory rewarded by more work. 


I'd gotten so used to seeing the kids for lunch that | was surprised 
when Chloe showed up that Thursday around a quarter to three and 
claimed the corner table by herself. | gave her as surreptitious a 
glance as | could manage while | boxed up a set of petit fours-or 
were these mignardises? | still wasn't a hundred percent sure-for the 
current customer. Chloe was facing the wall, so | couldn't see her 
face, but just by the set of her shoulders (and her lonesome silence) 
| could tell she wasn't happy. 


She'd come in during the afternoon rush, so | couldn't keep an eye 
on her as | handled the sudden influx of customers. | cut cakes, 
counted cookies, and collected cash for about an hour and a half 
before the crowd petered out, and Chloe was still there. 


Given that we were nearly out of pastries anyway, | didn't feel bad 
about flipping the sign on the door to 'Closed' so | could give her my 
full attention. | did my best not to sneak up on her, but Chloe still 
startled a bit when | put a slice of cake-white and fluffy with whipped 
frosting and raspberry jam filling-and a bottle of milk down on the 
table in front of her. 


"Here," | said. "You look like you need a treat." 


"Free?" Chloe asked, clearly skeptical. 
“Free.” 


She didn't look convinced, so | got another slice and bottle of milk for 
myself and slowly and deliberately carved off a bite. Seeing me start 
eating convinced her that, yes, the cake was free, and her stormy 
expression calmed as she worked her way through the dessert. 


| waited until she was about half-way through before | asked, "Do 
you want to talk about it?" 


Chloe shook her head. 


"Is that a 'no, and please leave me alone’ or a 'no, but I'd like 
someone to overcome that resistance so | can get it off my chest'?" 


She shot me a sour look, then-slowly-nodded. 


"Yeah. | know that feeling," | said. "It feels like something wants out, 
but your brain's all clogged up, and you just can't get it out." 


A nod. 

"Would it help if | asked questions?" 
Yes. 

"Bad day at school?" 

Yes. 

"Problems with your friends?" 

No. 

"Problems with your classes?" 


No. 


"If you want me to stop, just raise your hand. 'Kay?" 

Yes. Okay, | was guessing wrong rather than being stonewalled. 
"Problems with a teacher?" | guessed. 

A sort of head-wobble | took as 'not exactly’. 

"Problems with family?" 

Hesitant yes. 

"Sibling?" 

No. 

"Parents?" 

Yes. 

"Oh, dear..." | murmured. "Are you in trouble?" 

She shrugged-which was a maybe, | guess. 

Chloe had finished her cake by now, so | slid my slice-minus the one 
bit I'd cut off and eaten-across the table. She only hesitated a 
moment before digging in. 

"Is it something you did?" 

No. 

"Is it something you said?" 

Hesitant yes. 

| smiled. "Did you get caught swearing?" 


Fervent no. 


"Did you mouth off to one of your teachers?" 

No. 

"Did you mouth off to someone else?" 

No. 

"Did you say something rude?" 

No. 

Chloe carved off another bite of cake, but started pushing it around 
her plate rather than eating it. Running out of steam halfway through 
the second slice wasn't surprising; it was a lot to eat in one sitting. 
"I'm probably not going to be able to guess anything else," | said. 

"| was talking to the counselor," Chloe mumbled. "She was 
encouraging me to add an extracurricular activity for my college 


applications next year." 


That obviously hadn't gone well, but | didn't need to tell her that. 
"Oh?" 


"It didn't go well." 

“| see." 

Chloe went back to pushing her cake around. 
"Is there any way | can help?" | asked. 

"Can | move in with you?" 

She was... probably joking. Right? 


"Chloe," | asked as gently as | could, "are you safe at home?" 


She shrugged again. 
"If you're not..." 


"| don't Know," she mumbled. "| don't know. | don't know how they're 
going to react." 


"To whatever happened between you and the councilor." 
"Yeah." 

Chloe stared at her cake. 

| sipped my milk. 

Neither of us spoke. 

"| told her we didn't have an LGBT club," she blurted out. 


Chloe turned white, then red, and stuffed several bites of cake into 
her mouth in short order. 


"She didn't find that funny," | said. 


"Wrrrf," she mumbled. | waited patiently as she finished chewing and 
washed down her mouthful with a gulp of milk. "Worse," she 
repeated intelligibly. "She called my parents." 


"Oh. Oh no." 
"Oh yes." 


Man, fuck school counselors. I've heard way too many stories about 
them outing people who weren't ready to be out. My high school 
hadn't had one, so | seriously had no idea what they even did 
besides out people against their wishes. From context, they helped 
with students’ college applications? 


Chloe had gone back to pushing the cake around her plate, appetite 
lost. "| don't Know why | said that," she said. "It just... came out." 


| wasn't going to say it, but | wasn't terribly surprised; Chloe had 
never struck me as someone with a great filter between her brain 
and her mouth. Come to think of it, none of the younger three did: 
Megan randomly leaked her corked-up thoughts and opinions out 
loud, Ashley loved to speak her mind (often at others' expense), and 
Chloe's wit was impulsive and spontaneous. 

For example... "No pun intended?" | asked. 

"What?" 

“It just came out." 

Chloe groaned. "Oh, damn it." 

"Do you want to talk about it?" 


She sighed and pushed the plate away from her. "Sure, why not,” 
she grumbled. "It's not like it's a secret anymore. | like girls." 


"Is this a recent discovery, or-" 
"Yeah. Couldn't even make it a month without blabbing." 
| gave her a gentle smile. "It's nothing to be ashamed of." 


"In this town? You know they had to build a new LGBT center 
because someone burned the last one down, right?" 


"Wasn't that back in the eighties, though?" 


"Same freakin’ town," Chloe grumbled. "The people who did it are 
probably still here. School is going to be hell tomorrow." 


"How many people know?" 


"Everyone, pro'lly." 
That was definitely catastrophizing. "But they might not, right?" 
"They will soon," she muttered. 


"That's the worst case. Even then, you trust your friends to stick by 
you, right?" 


"Will they?" 

"| think they will," | said. "They don't seem like the judgmental type." 
"| hope so." 

Chloe sighed, then reached out and pulled the plate back into place 
so she could keep worrying at the cake. "I'm kinda surprised you're 
this cool about it, to be honest," she mumbled. 

| adjusted the Pride button on my apron just to draw attention to it. 
"You know we're one of the primary donors to the Falney Center, 
right?" 

"No, | didn't-yes, | saw the pin thing, you can stop fiddling with it. 
That's why I'm even talking to you about this." She huffed and shook 


her head as if to clear it. "| dunno, | guess I'm just used to people 
being... weird about it." 


"Like your parents?" 
"| don't know. | came here rather than go home." 
"Oh." 


"| know I'm probably just making it worse but I'm scared. What if they 
kick me out, or, or..." 


| got up and moved chairs so | could put an arm around her 
shoulders; she stiffened for a moment before relaxing into me with a 


sigh. 


"One thing at a time,” | told her. "It's awful, | Know. This isn't how you 
wanted them to find out, or when, and that decision was taken from 
you. That isn't fair." 


Chloe nodded weakly and dabbed at her eyes with her napkin. 


"| Know you're scared. Not knowing what's going to happen is always 
scary. But you don't know what's going to happen. It could be 
terrible, that's true... but it could also be good. Maybe they'll surprise 
you." 


"Maybe. Mom always says she'll love me no matter what, but 
parents always say that to their kids, right?" 


"Because it should be true," | replied. "Hey, look at it this way: right 
now, you're worrying about everything because you don't know what 
you need to worry about. That's why you need to face your fear- 
because even if it's bad, at least you'll only be worrying about what 
is, rather than everything that could be." 


"But what if they... what if they..." 


"Then you'll handle it. You'll handle it. If they don't approve, you'll 
handle it. If they tell you to change, you'll handle it. If, god forbid, 
they kick you out, you'll handle it, because you're smart and capable 
and you have friends who will help you through this." 


"Friends, right," she mumbled. "I can just visit Ashley. We can just 
have a sleepover... forever. I'm sure her parents won't notice." Her 
laugh was shrill and forced, jagged, approaching hysterical. 


| decided to take her comments at face value. "See? Even in the 
worst case scenario, you can handle it. Right?" 


"The worst case is some ‘hospital’ in the middle of nowhere that does 
‘therapy’ for homosexuality. I've heard stories..." She trailed off with 


a shudder. 

"Do you really think-" 

"| don't know! | don't know!" 

| gave her a moment to steady her breathing before | spoke again. 


"How about this?" | began. "You take all the time you need here-and 
all the treats you want-then I'll walk you home. If things go well, call 
me and tell me everything's fine. If | don't hear from you by tomorrow 
morning, I'll roll up and kick your door down to make sure you're all 
right." 


| had to keep myself from facepalming once my brain caught up to 
my mouth because I'd intended to offer something a lot more mild 
than home invasion. Damn it, Cass, | scolded myself, stop thinking 
like a supervillain! You work in a bakery now! It had been thirty-odd 
years, but apparently all it took to get me back in the mindset was 
putting me in a modern setting and giving me a (hypothetical) target. 
Another axis on the chart of 'ways the 'chain has ruined my sense of 
normal. 


Shaking that thought off to refocus on the problem at hand, | found 
I'd managed to actually help: my unorthodox ‘reassurance’ had 
surprised and/or confused Chloe enough to snap her out of her 
spiraling panic. She squinted at me, blinking away unshed tears to 
bring my face into focus. 


"You really would, wouldn't you?" she asked with a laugh that was 
barely forced at all. 


| grinned self-consciously. "It's going to be okay." 
"Okay," Chloe repeated. "I just... need a minute.” 


"All the time you need," | repeated. "And you can help yourself to 
anything in the cooler, and if you want something from the case-" 


"Um," she interrupted, "could | have some tea instead?" 
"Of course. What kind?" 
"Uh, chamomile? If you have any." 


We did; | got up and grabbed a cup, filled it with hot water, and stuck 
the teabag in to steep. Chloe was entirely focused on poking the 
now-quite-mashed cake, and didn't say anything when | put the 
disposable cup down just out of reach of her elbows, followed by the 
tray of sugar packets and the small pitcher of milk from the tea 
station. After a moment's thought, | texted Homura a short summary 
of the situation-leaving out names and identifying details, for what 
little that mattered-then lowered the blinds over the windows. 


Chloe gave me a curious look when the sunlight cut off, but 
remained silent as | went about closing up the shop around her. 
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Chloe went through three cups of tea before she was ready to face 
the music. By that point, I'd cleared away our plates, closed up the 
shop, and ditched my apron, leaving me slightly overdressed for a 
casual walk but not visibly an employee at work. 


I'd been in Strawfield for years by this point, but the last time I'd 
walked more than a block into the residential part of town had been 
back at Halloween that first year, and | hadn't paid much attention to 
anything but the decorations. The largest houses were also the ones 
closest to Main Street, which | found odd; I'd have expected them to 
grow larger as space got less expensive. Maybe it was an artifact of 
a time when the town was even smaller and nowhere was 
expensive? 


Regardless, Chloe's house was a fifteen minute walk from Home 
Sweet Home and slightly longer from the local high school, which 
was in the other direction; Chloe spent the time memorizing my cell 
phone number because she was paranoid about her parents finding 


the napkin I'd written it down on, never mind that not calling was the 
signal for ‘trouble’. It kept her calm, so | left her to it. 


The house was a fairly typical two-story Victorian house with large 
windows and a slanted roof, on a street full of fairly typical two-story 
Victorian houses with large windows and slanted roofs, each just 
different enough to avoid that ‘copy-paste’ appearance of 
prefabricated homes. Hers was painted an unassuming but not 
unattractive shade of cool, bluish gray; the front door was white, as 
were the posts and balustrade of the porch. | could tell this one was 
her house because there was a woman fretting on said porch. 


The woman-probably her mother-jumped to her feet when she saw 
us coming, and had to visibly restrain herself from running off the 
porch to meet us; for her part, Chloe seemed inclined to demonstrate 
Zeno's Paradox by decreasing her speed proportional to the 
distance remaining. It took a small nudge from me before she picked 
up the pace to walk the last couple dozen feet of sidewalk at a 
normal speed. 


The moment she turned off the sidewalk onto the path to the door, 
her mother hurried over and wrapped her in a hug. "Chloe," she 
scolded her. "Where have you been? And who is this?" 


"Downtown," Chloe said monotonously. 
Her mother looked to me to answer the second question. 


"| work at the bakery on Main Street," | said. "She sat in my shop 
until closing time, so | offered to walk her home." 


"Oh, you shouldn't have. I'm so sorry she caused trouble-" 
"It was no trouble," | interrupted. 


"Still. Thank you for looking after her." She finally released her hold 
on Chloe and turned to address me directly. "My name's Gail. Gail 
Argyle. You've met my daughter." 


"Cassandra Kyogen." I'd have offered a hand to shake, but both of 
hers were still on her daughter's shoulders. "Nice to meet you, Mrs. 
Argyle." 


"Please, call me Gail. May | call you Cassandra?" 

"Of course." 

The conversation stalled there. 

"Well," Gail said, "it's getting late. I'm sure you have places to be." 


"Yeah..." | glanced at Chloe, who was currently studying the ground 
beneath her feet. "Well, it was nice meeting you?" 


"Same. Come on, Chloe." 


"Wait," Chloe said. She pulled free of her mother's grip and turned to 
face her. "Mom, um... I'm... I'm gay." 


Gail clicked her tongue. "Yes, the councilor called us. Your father 
was furious-you best believe he read her the riot act on respecting 
people's privacy!" 


Chloe cringed at ‘furious’, but her fear quickly gave way to confusion. 
"He was furious about... being told?" 


"It's none of her business, and it's especially not her business to go 
around telling people!" 


"But... but..." Chloe floundered. "I'm... you know... gay." 


"Oh, Chloe," Gail murmured, wrapping her daughter up in another 
hug. "Your father and | have known since you were twelve." 


"What?!" 


"We were just waiting for you to know," she continued, "and | am so, 
So sorry we didn't make you feel safe enough to tell us when you 


learned it yourself. We failed you, badly, and I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." 


Chloe finally relaxed enough to return the hug, forming a touching 
mother-daughter moment that brought a tear to my eye. 


"You're still grounded all weekend for staying out all day without 
calling, though." 


“Aw, mo-o-om!" 
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| got the call at half past seven. 

"Everything's fine," Chloe said. "| mean, you probably figured, but..." 
"| certainly hoped," | replied. "You have good parents." 

"| know. I'm lucky, huh?" There was a slight hiccup in her voice that 
made me think she'd been crying, but given the emotional load her 
day had had, that wasn't surprising. "Though Dad is... | can tell he's 


not exactly happy with it, but he told me very firmly that he'd always 
love me no matter what, so..." 


"It's certainly a lot better than you were afraid of." 

"You can just say it's good,” she said. "Well, like, it'd be better if Dad 
was happy for me rather than ‘obviously hiding discomfort’, but... 
that's how it is. And I'm still grounded all weekend for staying out 
without calling." 

"| heard." 

"Oh. Yeah." 


Chloe paused, then added, "And, uh, thanks for helping me face 
them. | needed that." 


"You're welcome." 


=== XSSKS=X === 


Someone threw a brick through the Falney Center's front window 
that very weekend. 


“Least it wasn't on fire," Jackie joked as we surveyed the damage. 
She was trying her best to project her usual cheer, but there was a 
tightness around her eyes that | hadn't seen before. "Cameras 
caught the plate," she continued, "but | don't expect the sheriff to do 
anything. Never did anything about those vandals." 


| was the one to ask, "Vandals?" 


"Yeah. Some dumb punks keep spray-painting hate speech on the 
walls, you know, the usual slurs." She huffed at the idea of ‘usual 
slurs’. "Well, like | said, sheriff didn't do squat, even with video-had to 
scrub some more crap off the front door just last week." 


"How much will it cost to replace the window?" Homura asked. 


"Well, that's the question, ain't it? Insurance'll get us a new window, 
but maybe we ought'a shell out for a tougher one. Or at least a safer 
one." Jackie sighed and retrieved the wastebin from behind the front 
desk. "No sense leaving this lying around for folks to hurt themselves 
on. | don't have any gloves fit for this, but a little care and I'll be fine, 
right?" 


"You have any paper bags?" | asked. "I feel better with paper than 
plastic for glass." 


She did, and while she was distracted stuffing grocery bags into one 
another for redundancy, | cast one of the weaker party-wide 
physical-defense spells from Breath of Fire to protect our hands. 
Mundanity be damned, | wasn't going to stand by and let Jackie hurt 
herself trying to clean up after a bunch of assholes. Homura pulled a 
flashlight out of her purse and set it on the floor so the shadows 
would reveal hard-to-see shards, and we got to work. 


It took about twenty minutes to deal with the bits large enough to 
pick up, and Jackie brought a broom and dustbin out of a utility 
closet to handle the rest. | couldn't help but frown at just how much 
glass we'd had to clean up; breaking such a large window was a 
horrible waste. 


The results made me broody, but the cleanup improved Jackie's 
mood substantially. "Well, we got through all that no problem," she 
said, smile much less forced. "I'll call Ryan and get this boarded up 
pronto-forecast is snow next week-then see about that insurance 
claim. What a headache today's turnin’ out to be." 
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We had a charity bake sale for the Falney Center that week. It was 
really just a ‘charity sale' because we were a bakery to begin with, 
but ‘charity bake sale' was a semantic unit that people recognized 
and understood, so that's how we advertised. Two feet of the display 
case developed a rainbow pallet from top to bottom, with all 
proceeds from those pastries going to support the Center ‘after the 
recent vandalism’. 


"You're really committed to this," Penny said, looking fairly impressed 
by the seven-layer rainbow-cross-section cake on display. I'd 
extended an open invitation after movie night for people to visit, but 
thus far she was the only one to take me up on it-or maybe she was 
just curious about the sale. 


"It'S a cause we care about," | said. "Can | get you-oh, hey, Akemi." 


"Cass," Homura said, then bent down and began restocking the 
display case from the tray she was holding. 


"Penny, have you met my sister?" | asked. "This is Akemi. Akemi, 
this is Penny, the one who set up the book club. She works at Spell- 
Bound." 


"Oh, hello," Homura said. She finished sliding things into place and 
set the tray aside before pulling off one of her food-prep plastic 
gloves and offering Penny her hand. "Nice to meet you, Penny.” 
"You too!" Penny said. "Is it true you bake all this yourself?" 

"It is. Can we get you anything?" 


"Uh..." She seemed a little put on the spot, but decided, "I'll take one 
of the rainbow cookies?" before | could step in. 


| put the cookie into a sleeve and handed it over. "Enjoy!" 
"How much?" 

"On the house." 

"But it's for charity!" 


Homura shot her a smile as she dropped a bill into the charity 
collection tin to cover the cost of the cookie. "I've got to get back to 
work," she said. "Enjoy your treat." 


"Uh... thanks!" 


Penny took the cookie out of the packet, looked at it for a few 
seconds, then bit into it. | swear to god her irises went heart-shaped 
for a moment. 


"Wow." 


"Yeah, Akemi's baking does that. Uh..." | sent a pointed glance over 
her shoulder. 


"Oh, excuse me!" Penny ducked out of the way of the next customer 
in line, who bought a slice of the rainbow cake to go. 


"You're doing good business," she said as she stepped back up to 
the counter. 


"Yeah. Even with all this." | waved at the unusually gay pastry 
selection. 


"Is it expensive to run a sale like this?" 

"| was making a joke about all the boycotts people keep calling for." 
"Where?" 

"Op-Eds." 


"Ah." Penny gave a half-hearted laugh. "Most people have more 
sense than that." 


"And those that don't don't deserve cookies." 

"That's what Margaret said." 

| grinned. "Probably because | made that joke to her years ago." 
"Oh." 

After a quick wipe-down of the counter against the wall to deal with 
the crumbs from the cake I'd just wrapped, | leaned forward and put 
my elbow on the customer-facing counter to prop my head up in one 
hand. 

"SO, what's new, Penelope?" 

"Hmm?" She blinked, then blushed at being caught spacing out. 
"Just thinking about the book club. It's too bad you never got a 
chance to choose a book." 


"| don't mind. | used it as a way to find books | haven't read." 


"But | didn't get to find out what you wanted to read," Penny 
protested. "What would you have chosen?" 


"| don't know. | wasn't going to start looking until | finished whatever 
Lizzie chose." 


"Any ideas?" 
"Well, it wouldn't be something I'd already read, would it?" 


She gave me a mischievous smile. "Okay, then, how about this: 
what's your guilty pleasure?" 


"Novels?" That was an easy one. "Dresden Files." 
"Is that really ‘guilty’, though?" 


"| guess it depends on your tolerance for chauvinism in your 
narrator," | replied. "Now, what's your ‘guilty pleasure'?" 


"Wheels in Time." 
| folded my arms beneath my breasts. "Wheels? Really?" 


"| know it's got problems,” she whined, "but that's what makes it 
‘guilty'!" 


"Well, you definitely have a tolerance for chauvinism." 

"| want to see how it ends, okay? | can't help but keep reading along, 
even when it feels like nothing's happened for... are you tugging 
your braid at me?" 

"Oh good, you noticed." | flipped the braid back over my shoulder. 
"You must've read it too, though!" 


“To my regret." 


Penny rolled her eyes, then stopped and looked me up and down. 


"Has your hair been in a ponytail this whole time?" she asked. "I 
swear it switched to a braid for a moment there." 


Whoops. What happened to my ‘oblivious to magic' per-oh, damn, 
it's because hair-style changes are covered by the _other_ ‘people 
don't notice’ perk: the change blindness one. Crap! 


| waved my hand as though it didn't matter. "Braid, ponytail, same 
difference." 


"They are more or less the same shape." 
"Totally." 
Penny nodded like everything now made perfect sense. Phew. 


"So, since it's my turn for a question," | said, "what's your favorite 
book?" 


"Damn, that's hard," she grumbled. "I! need to think about that. You 
go first." 


"Well, if you insist." | adjusted my posture slightly to imitate the 
classic 'Thinker' pose. "Let's see... there's a young adult series | 
read as a kid that is a real contender for first place, but | don't think 
that's my favorite as an adult." 


"SO...2" 


"Well, | Know | said | usually read science fiction and fantasy, so this 
is definitely against type, but | would have to say House of Leaves." 


"Never heard of it." 


"It's... indescribable? | mean, not /iterally, but reading it is sort of an 
adventure in itself, and describing it would ruin it. | guess | would 
label it as ‘surreal horror’ if | really needed to nail down a genre? | 
normally don't like horror, but this is all atmosphere and mystery-no 
gore or jump-scares, just the sense that something is fundamentally 


wrong. It's this tangled, confusing meta-narrative that totally ignores 
every structural rule of writing a novel. | can't tell you any more 
without spoiling it, but you have to read it, seriously." 


Penny gave me a cheeky grin. "A fantasy fan with a hidden love of 
horror?" she asked. "Don't tell me you have a knife collection, too." 


"What?" 
"| was... nevermind." 


"No, seriously, what?" | repeated. "What is it with people thinking I'm 
some kind of serial killer?" 


"It's a refer-wait, does that happen? Like, more than once?" 


| sighed and rolled my eyes to the ceiling. "This guy | met last spring 
thought | was a vampire-it's a whole thing, don't ask." 


"Do you really expect me not to ask about the time someone thought 
you were a vampire?" 


"Can | distract you with my knife collection?" 


Penny looked a little worried now. "Please tell me you're joking about 
the knife collecting." 


"It's not really a ‘collection’, but | do own a number of authentic, non- 
ornamental swords." 


"Why?" 


"Because | know how to use them?" | facepalmed. "I'm just digging 
myself deeper with the whole not-a-serial-killer-l-swear thing, aren't 
|." 


"A little, yeah." Penny looked down at the desserts in the display 
case. "The fact that you own a pie shop doesn't help." 


"You can't bake someone into a berry pie, no matter how many 
fairytale retellings fail to grasp the concept of savory pastry." 


"You are not helping your case!" 
Worried or not, she kept visiting. 
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Chapter 101: Slings and Arrows 


The kids had come back on Monday acting for all the world like 
nothing had changed-with one minor exception. 


"Come sit with us, Miss Cassandra!" Chloe commanded me as the 
group filed in. 


| raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure? | can't be that cool. I'm closer to 
your parents' age." Probably closer to their grandparents’, actually; 
I'm past sixty now. 


"You're more like an aunt," Kaitlyn told me. 


"Auntie Cassandra!" Chloe agreed. "The auntie with a cookie jar to 
kill for!" 


"Brilliant. All the seniority of a parent with none of the responsibility 
or resentment." | stepped out from the counter and pulled another 
chair over, sitting on it backwards a small distance away from the 
already-crowded table. "I can't do this every day, though." 


"We wouldn't want you to," Ashley replied. "You're not that cool." 


So passed another lunch period in the shop. The kids didn't give any 
indication that Chloe's secret had leaked and | couldn't ask her about 
it with her friends around, so | remained in the dark until her mother 
visited that Friday, neatly sliding in while the store was least active 
between the school lunch period and the afternoon before-closing 
rush. 


"Oh, hello," | called. "Gail, wasn't it?" 


Gail beamed at me. "Oh, you remembered!" She headed up to the 
counter, waving the hand that wasn't carrying a shopping bag. 


"What can | do for you?" 


"You've already done it," Gail replied, still beaming. "I just came by to 
thank you for looking after Chloe. I'm so grateful she had someone 
she could trust." She sighed and deflated a little as she added, "I 
wish she'd been able to trust me, but that's on us as parents.” 


| blushed and bowed my head. "I'm not sure if she trusted me or just 
thought she had nothing to lose." 


"Ah. Well, don't worry, we read that witch the riot act on keeping 
students’ privacy, so | think she'll keep mum." Her eyes narrowed as 
she muttered, "She'd better Keep mum." 


"That's good. | think?" 


Gail glanced away, and the rainbow arrangement in the display case 
caught her eye. "You've been doing this all week, | heard." 


"Yeah. This'll be the last day, actually." 


"Then I'd best get a cookie while | can-actually, I'll take two. Of, um, 
those?" She pointed to a tray of the same rainbow-decorated 
cookies Penny had tried. 


"Coming right up." | grabbed a paper sleeve and reached into the 
display case for the cookies. "Is it still a secret, then?" | asked to fill 
the silence. 


Gail frowned. "I think so, but | don't see what goes on at school. 
Does she still come in here often?" 


"Yeah, for lunch." 


"Does she look all right? She puts on a brave face at home, but | still 
worry." 


"She looks as happy as ever." 
"Good. Good." 


| straightened up and passed the cookies over the counter. "Here 
you go, on the house." 


"But it's for charity!" Gail protested. 


| chuckled politely. "People keep saying that. | won't say no toa 
donation, but the cookies are free.” 


"Works for me." She pulled a bill out of her purse and added it to the 
donation tin with a smile. 


"Thank you." 


"No, thank you." Gail's smile slipped a little, worry lines forming as 
she asked, "Sorry if this is a stupid question, but aren't you worried 
they'll smash your windows too if you're this... ‘public’ about your 
support?" 


| shrugged. "They're only windows. I'm more concerned they'll 
escalate to something harder to fix, or hurt somebody next, God 
forbid-but that's why public support is important. It says, 'We won't 
stand for that." 


"| suppose.” She sighed again. "It must be so hard having to hide 
from everyone. My poor girl." 


"Chloe doesn't have to hide from you, though, right? She's a lucky 
one." 


It was her turn to blush. "Oh, listen to you! You're going and 
mothering me, now. You're just a natural, aren't you?" 


"Maybe, ha ha." 

She cleared her throat, still blushing, and set her paper shopping 
bag on the counter. "Anyway, | don't think words are enough, so | 
wanted to give you something to show my thanks. It's not much, but | 
hope you like it!" 

"Oh, you shouldn't have." 

"Please. | wanted to." 


"Well, in that case, thank you very much." 


Gail nodded happily. "Well, | don't want to take up too much of your 
time. I'll be going." 


"Please come by anytime!" 


"| will!" She waved as she left, uneaten cookies tucked away in her 
purse. | wondered if she was saving them to share with Chloe when 
she got home from school; the thought made me smile. 


Once | was sure Gail was gone, | peeked into the bag and couldn't 
help but laugh: it was coffee-nice coffee, but still something | would 
never use. 


Ah, well, | thought as | tucked the bag under the counter with my 
sudokus. I/t's the thought that counts. 
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"Why do you have a bag of coffee under the counter?" 

| looked up from the table | was wiping down to see Homura holding 
the gift bag Gail had left a few hours earlier. "Token of appreciation 


from the mother of a troubled teen." 


"What do you plan to do with it?" 


"| don't know. Do you want it?" 

"| don't drink coffee." 

"Ah." | gave ita moment's thought while | moved on to the next step 
of closing the shop, which happened to be sweeping the floor. "We 
could serve it to guests if we have any over?" 


"Putting aside the fact that we've only had a single guest over in our 
more than three years here-" 


"It could happen!" 

"-we don't have a coffee machine." 

"Oh. Okay, yeah, that's... that is an obstacle." 
Sweep, sweep, sweep. 

"What are you thinking about?" Homura asked. 


"The Center," | replied. "Have you been keeping track of how much 
we got from the bake sale?" 


She knew what | was really asking. "It's more than enough to cover 
the cost of the window." 


"Good." I'd kept track of the fund-raising, but | was a bit fuzzier on 
the economics of window replacement. "Mission accomplished, 
then." 

"Yas," 


| emptied the dustbin into the garbage can and swapped the broom 
for a mop. 


Mop, mop, mop. 


"Should we do something?" | asked. 


"About what?" 
"The vandalism." 


Homura didn't reply until | stopped cleaning and faced her across the 
shop, giving the conversation my full attention. 


"Do you want to?" she asked. 


"| don't know," | grumbled. "| want things to be better, but | don't want 
to be the one to do something about it-and | don't mean ‘I don't want 
to put in the effort’, | mean... | like just existing here, you know, 
passively-well, mostly passively. This is supposed to be a vacation of 
sorts; | don't want to get involved in town politics or detective hijinks 
or wherever ‘doing something about it' would lead." 


"Then don't." 
"But what if it happens again?" 


Homura gave me a reassuring smile. "Then you can change your 
mind and get involved, or throw your weight around and get others 
involved, or decide that staying out of it is still the right call. It's only 
been a week; the police might handle it after all." 


"| hope so." | wasn't sure | believed it would happen, but | could 
hope. 


The conversation ended, and | went back to mopping with a bit more 
force than normal. If only | could clean up society so easily. 


The sheriff may not have taken the graffiti seriously, but provable 
destruction of property was evidently harder to ignore. Both the 
brick-thrower and the getaway driver were arrested only a few days 
later, to Jackie's relief. 


As luck would have it, Penny came in after her shift for another chat 
the same day | got the news, so | took the time to catch her up on 
the new developments. 


"Unfortunately, odds are good they're gonna get a slap on the wrist," 
| concluded. "Sheriff gave 'em a perp walk to scare 'em straight, but 
that's about the end of it. They're high school seniors in good 
standing, So no one wants to 'ruin their lives' by attaching 
consequences to their actions." 


"At least they'll Know better than to do it again," she said. "| was 
worried one of our shops was going to lose a window next." 


"Yeah. You're insured, though, right? At worst, we'd have to clean up 
a pile of glass and re-stencil a new pane." 


"And deal with the insurance company." She shuddered. 


"And that, yes. Still, windows are nothing comparing to rebuilding an 
entire youth center again." 


Penny's eyes went wide. "You think they'd have burned it down 
again?!" 


"| was worried things would escalate, but | hope-even if there were 
no 'real' consequences-catching the vandals at all means no one will 
try anything else." | checked my watch, saw that it was still ten 
minutes to five, and decided that was close enough. "Right, no one's 
come in for the last half-hour. I'm gonna close up." 


"Kicking me out?" 

"Getting out from behind the counter, at least. You're free to go-" 
"No, it's fine. | don't have anywhere | ought to be." 

"You're free to stay, as well." | headed over to the door and flipped 


the 'OPEN' sign to 'CLOSED’, turned off half the lights, and pulled 
out a couple of chairs for us. 


Penny sighed as she sank onto the stiff plastic seat. "| have been on 
my feet for too damn long." 


"Long shift?" 

"Yeah. Maggie upped my hours a bunch." 

"S'that bad?" 

"No, it's good," she said. "| need the work. Just tired, is all." 
"Ah." 


"Not that | should talk, since you do this for... how many hours a 
week?" 


"Less than | used to," | said. "It's not a contest, though." 
"Mim." 


Well, there was one topic | could always rely on with Penny. "You still 
haven't picked out a ‘favorite book'." 


"Hmm." She clicked her tongue. "I'm not sure | want to, to be 
honest." 


"Don't want to make the rest of your collection jealous?" 

Penny rolled her eyes. 

"How about ‘favorite book in a category'?" | suggested. 

She sat and thought about that for a minute or so. 

"| think | can do that," she decided. "You mentioned having a favorite 
"Young Adult’ book, and | know what mine would be... well, it's nota 


single book, but I'm gonna say the Old Kingdom trilogy." 


"Garth Nix!" 


Penny sighed and shook her head. "Of course you've read it." 
"| read a lot?" | offered. "But yeah, Old Kingdom. Great books." 


"Yeah. | love the way the magic is set up-the diametrically opposed 
forces of order and chaos, but with the acknowledgment that order 
must be imposed on chaos, rather than being its own primordial 
force." 


"It's not a particularly novel concept, but it's done in a way that 
makes it fresh." 


"The broad strokes aren't original, but the details are-and more 
importantly, they're interesting." 


"Yeah, that's a good way to put it," | agreed. "I tried reading some of 
Nix's later books, and they didn't give me that same feeling. But | 
was older at that point, so maybe I'd outgrown his stuff. Who 
knows?" 


"Who knows." 
She didn't continue, so | asked, "Read anything good lately?" 


"Well, my friend Mary-one of my friends from college-has me ona 
webcomic kick. You ever read webcomics?" 


"| have, but | don't like reading update to update. It's not too bad for 
written stories-serial novels, | mean-but so little happens per drawn 
page that | can't really enjoy webcomics that way." 


Penny nodded. "Oh, yeah, | get that. | read a good one that's 
finished, though." 


"Oh?" 


"Yeah! | think you'd like it-it Kinda reminds me of that book Jess 
chose for book club because it has a sort of... | guess I'd call it an 
‘anthropological bent' to it? It's called Digger-" 


"By Ursula Vernon?" | asked. "That's a good one." 
She pouted at me. "Have you read everything?" 


"Clearly not, since Jess found one | hadn't, but if it's fantasy and 
moderately popular, I've probably at least heard of it." 


"Chronicles of Amber?" 
"Naturally." 
"Gentleman Bastards?" 


"Tried it, but something about the prose just irritated me in a way | 
could never put my finger on." 


"Rusting Empire trilogy?" 

| paused. 

"Never heard of that one," | admitted. "Is it good?" 

To my surprise, that only made Penny pout harder. "| made it up to 
see if you'd admit to not having read something," she grumbled, then 
facepalmed when | laughed. "Yeah, yeah. What are you reading 
now?" 

"Not much, to be honest." Which wasn't quite true-I was currently 
exploring the Warehouse Library's selection of translated Turian 
literature, which had a rich tradition of fantasy storytelling dating 
back to their industrial revolution-but | couldn't exactly share those. 
"You don't keep a book behind the counter?" 

"| do, but it's a book of sudokus." 


"Ah." Penny smirked at me. "You really have read everything, haven't 
you?" 


"| may just be too picky." 

"Maybe." 

| shrugged. "Anyway, you read Digger? Did you finish it?" 

"Yeah." 

"Liked it?" 

"Yeah." 

| waited for Penny to expand on that like she usually did, but she 
didn't. Maybe she was more annoyed with my excessive reading 
habits than | thought. 

While | was dwelling on that, she leaned back and took a look 
around the shop. "I really like what you've done with this place," she 
said. "You know, | can't even remember what used to be here. | think 
it might've been a smoothie place? Something like that." 

"It'd been empty for a while when we got here." 

"Yeah, that would be... | don't know, ten years ago? | used to go to 
the bookstore after school, so | walked by here all the time, and | 
remember this place being empty since freshman year, at least." 
"The bookstore’ meaning Spell-Bound?" 

"Yeah." 

"It's been here for a while, then." 

"Yeah. Lotta stores have. Hah, | remember Margaret warning me I'd 
end up working for her if | spent any more time there. | was probably 
twelve or so?" Penny took another purposeful look around the room. 
"But you've really made this place yours." 


"Having a blank canvas makes it easier rather than harder, | think." 


"Oh, that makes sense. The decorations are pretty good, though. 
The paint is nice." 


"Akemi did that herself." 
"Cool." 


There went that conversation, and | wasn't sure what to talk about 
after having the ol' reliable Book Conversation fizzle on me, too. 


"What's new in your life?" | asked. 
She shrugged, fidgeting with a strap on her purse. "Not much?" 
"Quiet can be good." 


"Well, uh, | guess | can't complain too much. | think it's really cool 
how you're supporting the center and all that." 


"You guys are helping too, you know, just by weighing in. Every bit 
helps." 


"Yeah." 


Penny started drawing on the table with one finger, not meeting my 
eyes. 


"Is everything all right?" | asked. 

"Hmm? Yeah, I'm fine. | just..." She took a deep breath, then belted 
out, "| was wondering if you'd like to go out for lunch this Saturday? 
On a date? With me?" 

Record scratch. 

| had to triple-check my memory before the question registered. 


‘Unexpected’ was insufficient; even ‘black swan' wasn't enough. A 
pair of shoulder sprites sprang into existence, took one look at the 


situation, then grabbed onto each other while screaming 
incoherently. 


"A date?" 


Penny turned bright red. "Oh, god, I'm sorry," she squeaked. "Did | 
misread things? | thought-with the center, and the pin-" 


"No, no, that's not-I'm-it's just-" 
"Oh, god, this is so embarrassing-" 


"Flustered!" | yelled. "I'm just flustered! | haven't been asked out in- 
god, forever!" 


"Sorry!" 

“No, I'm sorry!" 

We were both turning beet red. 

"Lunch, you said?" | was getting squeaky, myself. 
"Next Saturday?" Penny choked out. "At Ino's?" 
"I'm free Saturday." 


"| know-not that | Know your schedule, except | kinda do-" She hid 
her face in her hands. "Noon? Meet you there?" 


"At Ino's?" 
"At noon." 
"Noon." 


We'd both had more than enough by this point; Penny fled the 
growing black hole of lesbian awkwardness with a cry of farewell, 


while | pressed my face against the cool plastic surface of the table 
and covered my head with my arms. 


"Oh my god," | whined. 
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Homura came down a few minutes later to find me still attempting to 
hide from the world. 


"Cass?" 
My 'what?' was muffled by the table. 
"What's wrong?" 


| turned my head so | wasn't speaking into the table. "| got asked on 
a date." 


"What did you say?" 
"You didn't hear?" 


"| overheard the whole thing," she confirmed. "I thought you might 
prefer to act as though | hadn't." 


"Then why did you admit it?" 

"My apologies." 

| groaned as | took ‘sitting up' too far, flopping over the back of the 
chair to stare at her upside-down across the room. "What am | going 
to do?" 

"Go on a date?" 


"Homura, | have never been on a date in my life." 


She cocked her head curiously. "Never?" 


"Never! How are you supposed to act on a ‘normal date'?" 
"Why are you asking me?" 


| groaned again as | returned to my previous face-on-table position. 
"We're hopeless, aren't we?" 


"I'm sure | can find someone to ask." 
"Don't you dare.” 


"| was only trying to help," Homura said. "Would you like to head 
upstairs? | can close the shop by myself." 


"No, no reason to get lazy." | hauled myself to my feet and shambled 
towards the cleaning supplies. "Oh, god, this is such a mistake. 
She's got to be in her mid-twenties, at most. I'm twice her age!" 


"But you're acting half her age." 
"Hey!" 
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Homura helped me pick out a reasonable outfit, (un)did my hair, and 
physically restrained me long enough that | only arrived ten minutes 
early, which meant Penny and | arrived outside Ino's at almost 
exactly the same time. 


"Hi," | said. 
"Hi," Penny said. "Uh... aren't you cold?" 


When I'd said 'reasonable outfit’, | meant that Homura prevented me 
from overdressing for the occasion, not that either of us had taken 
the season into account. This was the tail-end of January, when the 
weather was well and truly ‘winter’; the temperature hadn't risen 
above freezing for several days, and snow had piled up all over 
town. Despite all that, | was perfectly comfortable wearing a light 


sweater better suited for early fall; for comparison, Penny was 
bundled up in a heavy jacket, scarf, hat, and mittens, and she still 
looked cold. 


"A little,” | lied. "Shall we go in?" 
"Yes. Please." 


The temperature difference between the thirty-degree air outside and 
the mid-seventies inside was sharp enough that stepping into the 
restaurant felt like slipping into a bath, which got a sigh of relief from 
Penny. After a brief back-and-forth, the greeter (or whatever you 
called the front desk position in a restaurant) led us to a table for two 
near the back and handed us the menus, then went back to their 
post before we'd sat down, leaving us alone. 


| was used to identifying restaurants by the ethnicity of their food or, 
failing that, a specific specialty: steakhouse, seafood restaurant, et 
cetera. Ino's was a restaurant near the midpoint of Main Street that 
didn't fit nicely into any of my preconceived categories, except 
perhaps ‘diner’, though that brought to mind a sort of retro aesthetic 
that Ino's had no interest in aping. Suffice to say the food was simple 
fare, well made, at a reasonable price. It was, on reflection, a pretty 
good place for a first date-especially if you wanted plausible 
deniability on the ‘date’ part to any onlookers. 


I'd been here before, so | already knew what | was getting; from the 
way Penny barely glanced at the menu, she had as well. 


"You come here often?" | asked. 


"Hmm?" Penny looked back at the menu, then set it down on the 
table. "Every so often." 


"| like their food." 


"It's nice." She pulled off her outermost layer, set the hat and gloves 
on the table and draped the scarf and winter jacket over the back of 


her chair, then opened the flannel jacket beneath to reveal a sky- 
blue shirt with a cartoon image of a cat reading a book on it. 


Penny had the temerity to grin when she caught me looking at her 
chest like it was my fault there was a graphic there. Quick, Cass, 
distract her! 


"We should, uh... sit?" 
Nailed it. Not. 


We sat down across from each other, and | found myself looking at 
her in a way | hadn't looked at anyone for a long time. In a way that | 
had, perhaps, not allowed myself to look at anyone for a long time. 


The first thing | wanted to do was curse my own standards for 
beauty. I'd spent far too long mingling with people who had let 
centuries of accumulated perks turn them into super-models. Hell, 
some of them had looked that good to begin with. It made 
comparisons fall a little flat. 


That isn't to say that | didn't like what | saw. Penny usually wore her 
hair-a shade between light brown and dark blond-in a high ponytail 
where it wouldn't get in her way, but she'd let it down today, tucked 
behind her ears and held in place by the arms of her catseye 
glasses. The prescription made her already large brown eyes look 
even larger, giving her a perpetually surprised expression, while high 
cheekbones and a strong jaw gave her focus a bit of weight to it. As 
for her figure, she was about four inches shorter than me and narrow 
in a'small' way rather than a 'thin' way: slim while still filling out her 
shirt and skinny jeans. 


| wasn't sure how to describe the result. 'Beautiful' felt too grandiose, 
‘Pretty’ too bland, ‘Attractive’ too clinical, 'Hot' too vulgar. 'Cute' was 
probably the best | could do, though it could be construed as 
dismissive. 


"What are you thinking about?" Penny asked. 


"You," | said, then facepalmed at my own honesty. At least it made 
her laugh. 


What the hell do people talk about on dates? Themselves? 

"Have you lived in Strawfield long?" The moment | asked, | 
remembered I'd already asked that when we'd first met. Fortunately 
for me, that was long enough ago that asking again wasn't weird 
even if she remembered that conversation, which she gave no sign 
of. 

"All my life," she said. "Except for college." 

"Where'd you go?" 

"Berkeley, in California." 


"Nice weather, right?" 


Penny laughed again, setting something in my chest tingling. "Yeah. 
Totally ruined me. Hard to believe | missed snow when | got there." 


"What did you study?" 

"Guess." 

"Molecular Biology." 

"What?" she asked. "Why biology?" 

| shrugged helplessly. "It seemed like a trick question?" 

"Nope. Majored in English literature with a minor in anthropology." 
"Why anthropology?" 

“Cause culture and society is all tied in to literary traditions and stuff, 


right?" Penny explained. "There was a comparative literature major 
that looked really cool, but they really want you to learn a second 


language for that, and that was too much. | tried to learn Russian 
because I've read some translations of great Russian novels, and 
I'd've loved to read the originals, but | was not 'up' for learning a new 
language in college. So | went for anthropology instead for the, you 
know, multicultural aspects." 


"That's cool." 


She blushed again. "I liked it, but after doing all that study, | realized | 
have no idea what | want to do as a job. | can't see myself doing well 
as a teacher, and | don't think I'm picky enough to be a critic. | spent 
a couple years working in a supermarket, planning to do some sort 
of graduate program, but | never pulled the trigger to apply. Then | 
got a call from Mom and realized the only reason | was still in 
California was because I'd never decided to do anything else. So | 
moved back here. Cheaper than paying rent in Cali, | tell you what." 


My response was interrupted by the waiter arriving to take our 
orders: vegetarian stir-fry for me, grilled chicken sandwich for her. 


"Are you a vegetarian?" Penny asked once he'd departed. 


"Not... Strictly. It's more that I'm against how we raise meat than | am 
against eating it entirely." Being able to talk to animals had made me 
more conscious of the uncomfortable reality of being a carnivore, but 
| held fast to the illusion that cruelty-free farming was ethical 
‘enough’. "Besides, there are plenty of dishes that aren't harmed by 
not adding meat." 


"| see." 
"And tofu is delicious." 
"I'll take your word on that." 


| laughed politely and changed the topic. "So, what's it like being 
back home?" 


"It's... okay, | guess. The house feels really empty without Mom." 
"Oh. I'm sorry." 

"What?" Penny looked at me in confusion, then started laughing. 
"Oh. No, no, she's not dead! She moved to Florida with my dad 
when he retired. Offered me the old house, and | took it." 
"Oooh." 

"Sorry for laughing, it's just..." 

"Funny," | said. 

"A little, yeah." 

"Hey, you were the one who made it sound like she was dead." 
"| did not!" she whined. 

"You got all wistful about how different things are without your mom-" 
"Not because she died, though!" 

"Well what was | supposed to think?" 


"| don't know, any of the other reasons for someone to leave? | did 
say | got a call ‘from Mom’." 


"| might've misheard ‘about' as ‘from’. Besides, kids usually move out 
of their parents' home, not the other way around." 


Penny drew herself up to argue the point, only to deflate when she 
failed to spot a flaw. "| guess you've got me there.” 


| grinned and accepted my victory. Talking to Penny was so easy; it 
made all my anxiety seem ridiculous. 


"You were saying?" 


"Hmm?" 

"What it's like to be home." 

"Oh." She frowned up at the ceiling for a moment. "It's weird. Feels 
like | went back in time-personally, | mean, like I'm an insecure 
teenager again." 


"Are you sure that's not just dating anxiety?" 


"Ha ha. No, | mean generally. It's like... seeing all the same old 
places makes me forget that | grew up sometimes." 


"| know what you mean," | said. "Jokes aside, I've felt the same way." 
"You own your own business, though!" 

"Well, | do now." 

"Where did you grow up?" Penny asked. 


"California, mostly. Spent my early twenties in New York." In two 
different dimensions, neither of which was this one. 


"You went to college in New York?" 


"No, | went to college in California for a couple years and dropped. 
Wasn't right for me." | gave a what-can-you-do shrug. 


"What brought you to New York, then?" 
"| got a job." 
"Doing what?" 


"|... worked with teenagers at an after-school program." Mentioning 
New York had been a mistake; | needed to get the conversation off 
my history before | had to abandon half-truths for outright lies. 


"Tutoring?" 
"More just 'keeping them out of trouble’." 
"A full-time job with teenagers," she joked. "Why'd you leave?" 


"It was time for me to move on." Which was true enough. "Did you 
plan on doing a literature major when you started college, or did you 
decide while you were there?" 


| was grateful that Penny accepted the change in topic. "Both, sort 
of? | figured I'd start with literature and see if something else caught 
my interest, and nothing did." 


"Not even anthropology?" 

"Not enough to major in." 

"Did anything else come close?" 

Penny propped her face up with one arm as she thought. 


"Only once," she decided, "even though literature was more of a 
‘well, I've got to study something’ selection than anything else." 


"Really? But you're so passionate about it." 


"Oh, of course | am, but... well, it goes back into the 'what do | want 
to do for a living?’ question, doesn't it? | love reading, but that 
doesn't mean | want to structure my whole life around it. Even if | 
kind of did in the end." 


"What do you mean?" 
"| work in a bookstore." 


"Point," | said. "So: what was the once?" 


"Veterinary medicine. It was what my sophomore-year roommate 
wanted to do, and | thought really hard about following her." 


"Oh. | could totally see you as a vet." 

"| can't," Penny said. "Like, | love animals, but | don't think | could 
deal with seeing so many sick pets on a daily basis, you know? It'd 
break my heart." 

"Ah." 

"Yeah. So | ended up having a life entirely based on books instead." 
"Entirely, huh?" 


"Feels that way.” 


"How about this," | said. "Tell me three things about yourself that 
have nothing to do with reading or books." 


"Oh, that's hard." She furrowed her brow. "I like pop music?" 
"Just 'pop' in general?" 


"| don't know, | guess? My favorite radio station is labeled ‘pop’, so | 
guess that's what | like. What kind of music do you like?" 


"I'm eclectic," | said. "Like, | guess | mostly listen to rock, metal, and 
electronic music, but | like specific artists more than | like genres, if 
that makes sense?" 

"So you don't like 'metal', you like some specific pieces of metal." 


"Yeah, exactly. Unfortunately, people don't tend to talk about music 
like that." 


Penny grinned. "Like me?" 


"| wasn't trying to call you out." 


"| can't really help it. | don't buy music for myself, so | ‘like’ radio 
stations rather than artists. I'd rather buy more books than some 
song | can hear for free." 

| waggled a finger at her. "Ah, ah, ah. That's about books." 


"Oh, right. Uh... darn, this is hard." She scrunched up her face in 
concentration as she tried to dredge up a non-book-related 
biographical detail. "When | was young, | told my parents | wanted to 
be a flight attendant because I'd get to fly all over the world for free?" 


"That's a lot more reasonable than a lot of people's dream job." 


Penny scoffed. "I'd never been in a plane before. | didn't fly until | 
was fifteen, and after that | never wanted to board a plane again." 


"Bad experience?" 

"Is it ever not?" 

"Depends on the airline." 

"Hm. | used the same for both trips." 

"What about your trip to New York?" 

"That's what | meant," she clarified. "| used the same airline for the 
round trip to New York and the round trip to California. Have you 
traveled much?" 

"Yeah. Tourism, mostly, in high school." 


"Oh, cool. Just inside the country, or what?" 


"I've been to Europe and South America. Historical and eco-tourism, 
respectively." 


"Oh, that's really cool! | wanted to go to Europe really badly until | 
learned how long the flight was." 


"Is that why you went to New York?" | asked. "Tourism?" 
"No, it was a family visit. My dad's family is from there." 
"And he's in Florida now, you said?" 


"Yeah," Penny said. "I don't associate him with home as much as 
Mom. Is that a bad sign?" 


"Depends why, | guess. Was he just not home a lot?" 

"Yeah. The commute to and from his work was really bad, like, 
hours, So most days he'd be gone before | woke up and get home 
after | went to bed. He was always home for my birthday, though." 
Penny smiled fondly at the memories. "He told me it was a holiday. It 
wasn't until high school | realized he'd just call in sick every year." 
"That's cute." 

"The lie, or the fact | believed it?" 


"I'm going to say 'both'," | said, which made her blush again. "What 
did he do for a living?" 


"He's an architect-or he was, before he retired." 
“Cool. Homes, businesses, public buildings...?" 
"Hospitals." 


"Oh. That's really cool. Probably all sorts of specialized knowledge 
for that, right?" 


"I'd think so," Penny agreed. "Oh, this is funny. Mom always used to 
tell this story about the first time she introduced Dad to her mom. All 
through her childhood, her mom always told her to marry a doctor. 
Well, Mom brought my dad home, and the first thing her mom asks 
him is, ‘Are you a doctor?’ and Dad says, 'No, I'm training to be an 


architect.’ So Gram says, 'Well, if you want to marry my daughter, 
you best build a hospital!’ So he did." 


| couldn't contain my reaction. "Seriously?" 

"That's the story!" We were both laughing at the absurdity of it. "Mom 
tells a lot of stories, though, so | don't know how much is true and 
how much is just her being her." 

"What else?" 

"She claims | learned to read before | learned to walk." 


| thought about that for a moment. 


"| know that's unreasonable," | said, "but | don't know offhand how 
unreasonable." 


Unreasonable’ is an understatement." 
"Ridiculous?" 


"That sounds about right," she said. "Is that two facts? My childhood 
dream job and my dad's job?" 


"If you want it to be." 
"| do. I'm not sure | can think of anything else 'not about books'." 


"There's nothing else you do for fun?" | asked. "Board games? Card 
games?" 


"Not really, no." 
"Do you watch TV? Movies?" 
Penny shook her head. "I don't like the way TV's written. It's really 


obvious that a lot of TV writers write interesting questions first and 
struggle to answer them later." 


"Lost turned you off the entire medium, huh?" 


She giggled. "If that had been the only offender, I'd have gotten over 
it. It kept happening." 


"And movies?" 


"Well, I'll watch stuff you put in front of me, like that racing movie 
Lizzie found. That was fun! But | don't pay enough attention to say 
that I'm 'into' movies, if that makes sense? | don't know anything 
about film, or even keep track of what's coming out next. Oh, but | do 
like theatre." 


"Like, plays?" 

Penny nodded fervently. "Yeah! | love plays-being able to read 
something, and then see it performed without any adaptations. Or 
with a lot of adaptations. | like how two groups can put on the same 
play entirely differently, you know?" 

"| think | get it. I've never really enjoyed theatre, personally, but | 
think that might come down to having to take drama class in middle 
school." 

"What, was it mandatory?" 


"| forget what the alternative was, but it must've been even less 
appealing." 


She put on a fierce scowl. "Drama class is plenty appealing!" 


"Hey, | wouldn't have minded a class about drama, but having to get 
on stage and perform for the whole school? Not my thing at all." 


"Ooh. Yeah, | can see that." 


‘Performing for the whole school’ brought another topic to mind. 
"What about sports?" 


"| tried Yoga in college, but | didn't stick with it." 
"| meant watching sports. On TV." 

"Oh. No, not really my thing.” 

"Video games?" 

"Well, a few..." 

| raised an eyebrow. 


"Oh, don't look at me like that," Penny whined. "I'm only 
embarrassed because they're all visual novels." 


"Careful," | quipped. "| hear those are a gateway to anime." 


That got a laugh. "I'm embarrassed because of the 'novel' part!" Her 
laugh turned self-conscious as she added, "My life must seem so 
boring. It's books all the way down." 


"Nothing about you is boring.” 


That made her blush again. "Come on, Cass. We're not that far from 
Apoapolis, but we're still a small town-not, like, small town small 
town, but still pretty small. You've been all over the country, visited 
Europe; | didn't leave my hometown until | went to college, and | 
didn't suddenly become less boring just because | moved to another 
state." 


"You mean you spent four years in college without a single story to 
show for it?" 


Penny sighed. "Well, | did learn why none of my high school dates 
went anywhere, so... that happened.” 


"You came out in college?" 


"Is there a term for coming out to yourself?" 


"Self-discovery?" 

That got another laugh. 

"| know this is a Super personal question," Penny said, lowering her 
voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "but did you ever date men? Or 
boys, | guess? Or did you know you liked girls before you started 
dating?" Barely a moment passed before she hasted to add, "Or do 
you also like men? Sorry, | didn't mean to imply-" 

| held up a hand to interrupt her. "Penny, today is my first date ever." 
She gaped at me for a few seconds. 

"Oh my god, really? How many people have you turned down?" 
"None?" 

"None?! But you're... you're you!" 

"Uh... thank you, | think." 

"You're smart, you're funny, you're Cute-" 

"Definitely thank you," | amended. 

"-| can't believe you've never been asked out once. You're how old?" 
"My birth certificate says I'm thirty-two." 

"And you never..." 

"Why did you think | completely self-destructed when you asked?" 
That joke went over too well, if anything, because Penny was 
overcome with giggles for the better part of a minute. She was so 


damn cute when she laughed, | almost didn't want her to stop. 


"God, we both did,” she said. "How are you so together now?" 


"| woke up at 6 am and ran out of anxiety at 6:05. What's your 
excuse?" 


"lam like unto a tranquil lake, reflecting that which beholds me." 
| chuckled. "That sounds like something | would say." 

"That only proves the point, doesn't it?" 

"| Suppose it does." 


Penny's grin might be better than her laugh; the jury would be out for 
some time. 


"So, what was it like going from Strawfield to Berkeley?" | asked, 
since we needed another topic. 


"It was crazy. All the fish-out-of-water novels | read were better 
preparation than high school..." 


College life segued nicely back into a discussion of academic 
interests, then media interests (novels), then recent releases in 
television and movies (few of which either of us had watched but all 
of which we had strong opinions on being to/d to watch). The food 
arrived at some point, but it barely interrupted the conversation. | 
answered questions candidly when they were about me rather than 
my past, and avoided offering more than vague, harmless details 
when they weren't. 


Unfortunately, by the time we'd finished the meal, Penny had noticed 
the latter. 


"It feels like we've been talking about me this whole time,” she said. 
"You talk about yourself, but you barely talk about your /Iife. What 
were things like before you came to Strawfield?" 


This was the downside to not having more than a bare minimum of 
history; | didn't have a true 'past' to describe. Sure, | could try to talk 
about my other lives, but even if | stuck to the 'modern' ones, | was 


bound to run into issues where the age | remembered being for 
certain things wouldn't line up with my age now-and even if | did 
handle all that, which my new math perk could probably do, I'd be 
leaving out a huge number of things that were pretty fucking 
important to understanding how | ended up here today. If | was going 
to lie by omission, | might as well not say anything. 


"I've been avoiding talking about that," | admitted. "My life is kind of 
crazy, and not in the 'oh my god, that's so crazy!’ way-| mean the 
‘seek psychiatric help’ kind of crazy." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Long story short? You wouldn't believe any of it." 

Penny broke into a wide, friendly smile. "Try me. Please? You're 
making it sound so mysterious! Like you were a secret agent or 
something.” 

"If only it were that simple. Or sane." 


"Is it secret? If you told me, would you have to kill me?" Her grin 
made it clear she was mostly-but not entirely-joking. 


Our waiter delivered the check, and | was faster. Penny pouted as | 
glanced at the bill, confirmed the total, and handed my card over. 


The ease with which my new perk let me calculate a tip to the cent if 
| so chose killed my buzz a little. 


"It's not like that," | muttered. "It's not secret, just... well, 
unbelievable." 


"You're already unbelievable." Penny blinked and huffed. "That 
sounded more flirty in my head. Is whatever you have to say really 
gonna be crazier than whatever | come up with to fill in the gaps?" 


"Probably." | tried to break eye contact, but she leaned forward to 
lock eyes with me across the table. 


God, her eyes were pretty. 

"What are you scared of?" 

The question broke my reverie like a baseball through a window. My 
reflex was to deny being scared, but | held my tongue long enough 
to recognize | wouldn't react so strongly if | wasn't. | barely paid 
attention to the waiter bringing my card back as | gave the question 
the respect it deserved. 

"I'm scared I'm going to freak you out and never hear from you 
again," | said at last. "I'm scared I'm going to ruin our friendship. And 
I'm scared | should." 

"In the name of honesty?" 

"Yeah." 


"You are definitely giving off ‘retired secret agent’ vibes," Penny said. 
"So unless it's crazier than that..." 


"Itis." 
"... well, uh. Hmm." 


She fussed with her purse for a moment before turning another 
bright, beaming smile my way. 


"In that case, | just have to earn your trust, don't |?" 
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Chapter 102: In the Clouds 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 102: In the Clouds 


We'd left Ino's in the middle of the day onto a busy street, so we'd 
parted with a quick, innocent hug rather than anything more forward. 
Sure, it wasn't exactly the bad old days, but we were still in a town 
where people threw bricks through windows over gay rights. Fuck 
‘modern’ society, seriously. 


The hug still left me tingling from head to toe, and | was on cloud 
nine all week. 


"What's gotten into you, Cass?" Lizzie asked during our shift change 
a couple days later. 


"| went on a da-a-ate." 


“Ooooh. What's he like?" She paused expectantly, then added, "Or 
she, | guess?" 


"She is lovely, and that's all I'm going to say." 


Lizzie squealed in excitement. "Oh, congratulations! Is it someone | 
know? What's her name? What does-" 


"That is all | am going to say," | repeated firmly. 
"But my gossip, Cass! Think of the gossip!" 


"That's exactly why | don't want to answer your questions." 


Whatever Lizzie had noticed clearly wasn't subtle; even the kids 
noticed the change. 


"You're in a really good mood this week," Natalie told me. 
"Something good happen?" 


"Nothing in particular,” | lied, not wanting to gossip about my love-life 
with teenagers. "It's a beautiful day, isn't it?" 


Ashley and Mike had the gall to send meaningful glances out the 
front windows at the dreary, overcast winter sky. 


---X==X==X--- 


Less than a week later, | found the perfect opportunity for a second 
date, and a quick phone call confirmed it for just under two weeks 
after our first. | offered to drive, but my personal car was still the 
Home Sweet Home delivery van, so Penny insisted we take her car 
instead. 


She parked her all-weather Jeep behind the bakery that Friday 
evening and climbed out to find me already waiting on the first step 
of the stairs leading up to the apartment. 


"You're early," | said. "We don't have to leave for another forty 
minutes." 


Penny blushed. "Well, you're already out here waiting for me." 


"The alternative was wearing holes in the carpet. What are you 
hiding behind your back?" 


Her blush deepened as she presented a bouquet of small white 
flowers. "| brought flowers." 


| could feel my own face burning as | reached into the cardboard box 
at my feet to retrieve my own (purple) bouquet. "Yeah, so did I." 


"Violets!" she exclaimed. "Did you do that on purpose?" 


"You brought lilies!" 


"No, | love it! | just didn't know if you paid attention to things like 
that!" 


| looked down and toed the asphalt like the awkward person | was. 
"I, uh, tend to overthink things." 


"I've noticed." 


We traded flowers. The lilies were fresh-cut, and | had half a mind to 
head upstairs and vase them immediately. 


"Want to put those in the car?" Penny asked with a glance at the 
box. 


"Sure." 


She unlocked the passenger door and held the lilies for me while | 
did so. Task complete, the pair of us stood next to the car for an 
awkward moment before a gust of wind kicked up, reminding me that 
it was still winter. I'd been able to more or less stick to my second- 
hand understanding of a ‘lunch date’ as a script last time, but | was 
floundering now. 


"Um," | said. "Uh, would you like to come in?" 

"Uh, y-yes, I'd love to!" 

| let her pretend she'd been shivering rather than stuttering. 
"Give up already?" Homura called as | opened the door. 

"No," | called back. "She got here early." 

By the time | helped Penny out of her incredibly poofy arctic-level 


jacket, Homura had come out of the office to greet her. "Hello, 
Penny," she said. "Weren't you planning to leave around 7?" 


We mumbled an affirmative and blushed harder. 


"You two," Homura muttered. "You've never dated. What's her 
excuse?" 


"H-Akemi!" 
"It was a rhetorical question." 


| rolled my eyes, then turned my attention back to... back to my date. 
(Oh god!) "Uh, the living room's at the back... or the front... that's our 
office..." 


"This is a really nice place," Penny said after my abbreviated tour on 
the way to the kitchen. "Feels just right for two people, | think." 


“Thank you." | pulled out a chair for her at the table, then put the 
lilies and some water in one of the unpainted vases we had left over 
from years past. "Um, would you like something to drink? Coffee? 
Tea?" 


"Do you have Lemon-Up?" 


"In the fridge," Homura said-preempting my apology that no, we 
didn't have soda-and then ducked out of sight. 


"Thanks," | called after her, then checked the fridge; sure enough, 
there was a single can of Lemon-Up sitting right at my eye level, 
frosted with condensation. 


Are you telling me you used your soul to warp the very fabric of 
reality so we'd have the correct drink in the fridge? The answer 
appeared to be 'yes'. 


"Ice?" | asked as | offered her the can. 


"No need." Penny popped the cap and took a sip. "Uh, are you going 
to get a drink for yourself?" 


"I'm fine." 

"Okay... are you going to sit down?" 

Oh. Right. 

| sat. 

"SO," she said, "feel like telling me something unbelievable?" 
| really didn't. 

Penny sighed. "I guess not yet, huh?" 

"Sorry." 

"No, no, | respect that. Go at your own pace, right?" 
"Yeah." | didn't meet her eyes. 

After a moment, | remembered to add, "Thanks." 


"Hey, | wouldn't be much of a friend if | turned every conversation 
into an interrogation, would |?" 


"You're nothing if not a good friend." 
"Flattery will get you nowhere, Cass." 
"It's gotten me plenty of places." 


| looked up at the sound of Penny choking on her soda to see her 
blushing fiercely. "What?" 


"Phrasing!" 


"What?" 


"Phrasing!" she repeated. "You realize that is the perfect set-up for a 
dirty joke, right?" 


"How? No, wait, | don't want to know." 


Penny hid a laugh in a cough. "God, you're so shy at the oddest 
times," she told me. "Are you sure you're thirty?" 


"Not in the slightest." 

"Hal" 

Her laughter met the look on my face and died. 

"Okay, nevermind," Penny said. "We can talk about something else." 
"Thank you." 

"No problem. Plenty of other things to talk about, right?" 

"Right." 

Neither of us found anything else to talk about in the time it took 
Penny to finish her soda. | took care of the empty can, then checked 
my watch. 


"We probably won't be too early if we leave now," | said. 


"Let's go, then," she replied. "Might as well be awkward somewhere 
more interesting." 


"| resemble and resent that remark." 
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"God, we are such nerds," Penny muttered as she locked the car. "I 
don't think anyone else would consider this a good event for a date." 


"But it is, right?" 


"It's perfect! Do you have the books?" 

| hefted the box. "I have mine. Want to add yours?" 
"If you don't mind." 

"Not at all." 


Penny added her books to the box and helped me get it situated 
under one arm so she could hold my other hand. Luckily, the 
weather was cold enough that not many people were on the street, 
SO no One saw my incredibly goofy smile. 


This, | thought. This is why no one would ever believe you've sixty, 
you complete and utter buffoon. 


There wasn't much of a crowd, but there wasn't much bookstore to 
keep them in, either, so it was still a tight squeeze. Showing up early 
had gotten us into a first-in-last-out trap; Penny and | found 
ourselves crammed into a corner by the newer arrivals, barely able 
to see the impromptu lectern they'd set up on a desk at one end of 
the shop. We had to strain to hear the author when he spoke, and 
were last in line for the book signing. 


None of that mattered one bit. 


Penny took the exit ramp into Strawfield, then turned straight into the 
gas station near the highway. She ignored the gas pumps, tire-fill 
station, and convenience store in favor of taking a parking spot at the 
edge of the lot, apparently for overflow from any of the above. 

"Need something?" | asked. 

"Not in particular. | just didn't want to say goodbye quite yet." 


"Want this night to never end, huh?" 


"God, if only." Penny let out a wistful sigh. "This was great." 

"Not exactly a traditional date, was it?" 

"No, but it was perfect for us. Wasn't it?" 

"Yeah," | agreed. "I think so." 

"| wouldn't have thought of it," she continued, leaning in like a 
conspirator. "Well, maybe I'd have thought about it, but | wouldn't 
have suggested it. I'd be too afraid of cementing someone's 
perception of me as the ‘book girl’." 

"But that's what | like about you!" 

"Oh, stop!" 

| laughed at the fact | could hear the blush in her voice. 

"You know," Penny said, "I always thought that if | found someone, 
it'd be someone who liked me despite my obsession with novels. | 
thought it'd be tolerated. Then | met you, and... you remember when 


we met? You said you were in the bookstore just to be surrounded 
by books, and | thought, 'Oh my god, | need to be her friend!" 


"That was years ago," | said, leaning in myself. "You still remember 
that?" 


"Of course | do | had a crush, like, immediately, but | thought, you 
know, get to know her first, right?" 


"So you invited me to a book club you didn't have." 
"Hey!" she whined, leaning closer still. "| also wanted a book club." 
"And it was fun while it lasted." | leaned in closer myself. 


"Yeah, it was. And it let me get to know you! And the more | got to 
know you, the more | wanted to know you better!" We were nearly 


nose to nose in the dark car. "I kept building up the courage to try 
and flirt only to chicken out-" 


"And jumping straight to asking me on a date was easier?" 


"Yes?! It's a lot easier to just flat out go 'Hey, let's date,’ than it is to 
think of something smooth and flirty! So | decided to just go whole 
hog and give it my best shot-" 


"And | turned into a total lesbian disaster the moment you raised the 
possibility-" 


"-and it worked! Best risk | ever took. You're just SO... SO..." 
Words failed her, so she tried an action instead-and | pulled away. 


Maybe it would have been different if she hadn't inadvertently 
reminded me just how much she didn't know about me, but as it was, 
| felt like half the relationship was built on a lie. If this was going to go 
any farther, | needed to at least start peeling back the curtain on the 
madhouse that was my life. 


",.. Cass?" Penny asked, stricken. 
| winced at the hurt in her voice. "Sorry, it's just..." 
"No, it's my fault, two dates is kinda fast-" 


"Hold on, | don't-I'm not rejecting you! | just want to... |needa 
minute, okay?" 


"No problem," she lied. "Take your time." 
Take my time. There weren't really any other options, were there? 
| took a deep breath. 


Then another. 


How do | even broach the topic? 


Half-formed sentences swirled through my head as | turned away 
from her silhouette to look out the passenger window. It was 
approaching midnight if it hadn't already passed; the sky was dark 
with clouds, and a light dusting of snow had begun to fall sometime 
in the last five minutes of our drive, adding a fresh layer to the 
snowdrifts piled up by the plows. The streetlamps glowed yellow, 
shining out of the gloom in lieu of the stars blotted out by the 
weather. 


"You know in a lot of supernatural romance stories," | began, "there's 
just chapter after chapter of ‘what if my love interest learns my dark 
secret?’ and ‘oh, no, he-or-she will leave me if they find out I'm 
whatever'? And it goes on for like eighty percent of the whole story, 
and there are all these close calls and stupid misunderstandings and 
half-baked lies and... just, you know, dramatic nonsense?" 


"Uh... yeah?" 

"Can we just, like, skip all that?" 

Penny puzzled over the question for a long, nerve-wracking second 
as she tried to figure out how to respond to such a weird opener. 
When she finally spoke, it was a confused, "Uh, sure...?" 

Right. 


One final deep breath before the plunge. 


“Remember when you asked how old | was?" | asked. "| said my 
birth certificate said | was thirty-two, and | was being literal. My birth 
certificate does say | was born thirty-two years ago." 


"Okay." 


"| don't count years, only decades"-because having months that 
aren't part of 'real' years makes things weird-"but the truth is I'm in 


my sixties." 


Penny's reaction was, in hindsight, predictable: she turned on the 
overhead light and looked me over. Maybe she was trying to figure 
out if it was the slightest bit plausible. Maybe she was looking for a 
sign | was joking. 


"I'm a very well-preserved sixty?" | added. 
"BS." 


Penny blushed at her own profanity, if initials could be called such, 
then doubled down on it. "BS! There is no way you look that good at 
sixty! It would take literal magic to pull that off!" 


"It is what it is. | almost panicked and called off the first date because 
you're... what, twenty-five?" 


"Twenty-six." 

"Twenty-six. But I've done just as little growing up as growing old, 
so... | thought it would be okay? Or maybe | just didn't want to bail 
on the first person who'd ever asked me on a date-and sixty isn't that 
old, relatively speaking..." | trailed off as my excuses ran out of 
steam. 

Penny stared at me for a moment. 

"So," she said, "you said someone thought you were a vampire?" 
"That's the first thing you think of?" 


“Come on, you have to admit claiming you're sixty is pretty out 
there." 


"| know it is," | grumbled. "I told you you wouldn't believe me." 


"Well, it's unbelievable! How do you pass as a twenty-something at 
sixty?" 


"You already said it." 

"What?" 

"Literal magic," | quoted. 

She didn't know what to say to that. 


"| mentioned supernatural romance for a reason," | continued. "The 
truth is, | can look as young or as old as | want because..." 


Okay, one more deep breath. 

"I'm a quasi-immortal magical shapeshifter." 
There was an even longer pause. 

"A shape-shifter." 

"Yes." 

"A ‘'quasi-immortal', magical, shapeshifter." 


Penny tapped her fingers on the wheel as she processed that. The 
silence quickly grew uncomfortable, and | turned the light back off so 
| could go back to staring broodingly out the window rather than into 
my own reflection. 


"Cass," she said at last, "| mean this in the nicest possible way, but... 
you know that's completely off the deep end, right?" 


"| told you you wouldn't believe me," | repeated. 
"That's a yes. | don't Suppose you can prove any of that?" 
"Easily, if you're Sure you want me to." 


That wasn't the answer she'd expected. "Really?" she asked. "You 
really think you can prove you're... um, that?" 


"Yes, but I'm worried I'd just Scare you more." 
"Right." 


| huffed and turned back to the Penny-shaped silhouette beside me. 
"| know what you're thinking," | said. "You think I'm crazy. Delusional. 
It's all in my head and I'm making excuses so | don't have to show off 
powers | don't have. That about right?" 


"Uh... well, not to put too fine a point on it..." 


"| don't blame you; | did say my life was crazy in a 'seek psychiatric 
help' kind of way. It's insane, right?" 


"Well, yeah! You're telling me | just happened to run into an ageless 
shape-shifter with a nerdy love of fantasy novels? In this town?" 


"Uh... yes?" 


Penny huffed and thumped her head against the headrest. Even in 
the dead of night, it wasn't quiet enough for me to hear my watch 
tick, so the sound of the seconds crawling by was all in my head. 


"I'm not sure which would be worse," she said at last. "If you're a 
delusional lunatic, or if you're telling the truth." 


That did not bode well. "Would it really be that bad?" 

Penny didn't respond for what felt like hours, and when she finally 
did, she still didn't actually answer my question. "Bleh," she 
mumbled. "I! know this is a ‘curiosity killed the cat’ situation, but | still 
have to open the metaphorical box. Let's see your 'proof'." 

"Okay. Uh, try not to freak out?" 


"Sure." 


| took a deep breath and shifted into the half-human form I'd started 
the jump with-minus the changes to my teeth because those weren't 


good for much besides scaring people-then turned the interior light 
back on because she couldn't see anything happening in the dark. In 
the sudden light my eyes, ears, whiskers, and tail were clearly 
visible. 

Penny screamed. 

"Ow!" | yelled, clapping my hands over my ears. "They're sensitive!" 
"Oh my god! Oh my god!" 

"Fuck, I'm sorry, that was the wrong way to reveal that-" 


"Oh my god!" 


| turned off the light and changed back to 'normal'’, and her 'Oh my 
god!'s gradually gave way to nervous giggling. 


"Penny?" 


"I'm here." She let out a panicked laugh. "Hahahah, I'm here. You're 
some kind of urban fantasy magical creature and /'m in the car with 
you." 


"I'm not going to hurt you-" 

"Great. Lovely. Probably not about to be eaten." 

"| don't eat people! Why would even think that?" 

"| don't know! I'm not scared of you-| mean, not just you. It's..." 
Penny had to stop and collect herself before she continued, "It's not 
just you, it's... holy moly! Magic and shapeshifters and... what kind 
of story is this? Adventure? Horror?" 

"Well, | was hoping it was a romance?" | suggested. "It's definitely 


not a horror story! Magic isn't-it's not eldritch secrets and gibbering 
madmen, or demonology and blood sacrifice. It's wondrous." 


"It's still dangerous, though, isn't it?" 
"Driving is dangerous-" 


"Don't give me that!" she snapped. "You own swords and know how 
to use them! Sure, magic is 'wondrous' for you-you can handle it!" 


"You could-" 


"| don't want to know there are werewolves and vampires running 
around in the dark!" Penny continued over my objection. "Sure, you 
say you won't hurt me. What about all the other creepy crawlies that 
are going to come after me?" 


| bit back a complaint on being lumped in with the 'creepy-crawilies'’. 
"Nothing's going to come after you because knowing about magic 
isn't dangerous," | said instead. "Magic isn't dangerous-" 


"If it wasn't dangerous, it wouldn't be a secret!" 
| sighed. She was mostly right, and yet almost exactly wrong. 


"The danger is people," | explained as gently as | could. "It's always 
people, magic or no magic. Hell, you're probably safer than you 
would be-" 


"Because you're going to protect me?" Penny snapped. "I've read 
this kind of story before, Cass. Is this the part where you offer to 
keep me safe? Where you promise me you won't let anything 
happen to me?" 


| hadn't been planning to, but I'd had no idea she'd react like this in 
the first place. "Would it help?" 


"| don't want to need protection! | don't want to be in danger in the 
first place!" 


"Magic isn't the danger!" 


"That's what you Say, but..." Penny stopped and took several ragged 
breaths. "I'm sorry, but | just... | can't... | can't dea/ with this, Cass, | 
just can't. I'm a small town girl-not the smallest town, but... | don't 
want life to be dark and mysterious! | want the world to make sense! 
Fantasy is fun because it's fantasy-| don't want to live it!" 


Then that was a deal-breaker. At this point, calling my life ‘fantasy’ 
was an understatement. 


"| guess that's that, then," | said. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry." 
Silence. 


Penny let out a long, explosive sigh. "Darn it," she cursed. "| knew | 
was getting 'Raine' vibes from you and your darn deflections." 


"Rain?" | repeated, unable to make sense of the word in context. 


"Raine? Katalepsis?" | could hear the muffled 'bap' of her palm 
striking her forehead. "Oh, for the love of-now | find something you 
haven't read?" 


"| guess?" 
"Figures." 
The silence was suffocating. 
"| can walk home," | offered. 


"Alone?" Penny asked, alarmed. "At this time of-oh. You are what 
goes bump in the night, huh?" 


"You can stop implying | eat people at any time." 
"Sorry." 


"Thank you. Uh..." | forced a cough. "Why did you decide to stop at 
an empty gas station in the dead of night, anyway?" 


"It was convenient?" 


She couldn't see my unamused look, but my silence communicated 
my disbelief well enough. 


"Well, uh, the thing is-ugh, this is so embarrassing," Penny whined. "I 
figured if things went well, it'd be a nice, private place to, you know, 
make out for a bit?" 

"Oh." That kiss had been premeditated! 


It was just as well we could barely see each other because I'd turned 
very red. At least the awkwardness finally managed to displace 
some of Penny's terror. 


"God," she whispered. "| can't believe | dated a kitsune." 
"I'm not Japanese enough to be a kitsune." 
"You ordered a tofu stir fry." 


"| have empirical evidence that my fondness for tofu is unrelated to 
my foxiness." 


"Phrasing?" 
"| intended that one." 
Penny huffed. 


"Sorry," she said. "| don't mean... look, | like you, Cass, | really do. 
These past couple weeks... I've never felt that way with anyone 
before. | don't want to say goodbye. | want..." She swallowed. "I wish 
this could work out. Somehow." 


Yeah, so did I. 


"It can't, can it?" she added. 


"| think that depends on you." 
Penny cringed. 


"| don't want to live an ‘interesting’ life," she repeated, staring out the 
windshield at the empty streets. "| don't want to be part of... of 
whatever's down the rabbit hole. | want fantasy to stay fantasy." 


That was very much a'no, it can't’. 


| closed my eyes and leaned back against the seat. "| guess that's 
where we differ. When | was your age, | would have jumped headfirst 
into even the scariest sort of magic if it meant an escape from 
reality." 


"Your reality is magical, though?" 

"Yeah, well..." | shrugged. "I grew up normal. | hated it." 
"| can't understand that." 

"We're not as alike as | thought, | guess." 

"Guess not." 

A few seconds passed in contemplative quiet. 


"| think in some way," | mused before the silence could settle in 
further, "I only enjoy the life I'm living now as much as | do because 
even when | hide all the magical stuff, it's still there. It's like... likea 
comfort blanket against the mundanity of the world." 


"Yeah," Penny said. "It's always there, isn't it? It's a comfort blanket 
to you, but for me, it'd be more like... | don't know. Something lurking 
under my bed, maybe. That's why | can't ignore it-you know, pretend 
we're just a couple of normal people. Uh, it'd be wrong to ask that of 
you, for one thing, but even if | did, it would still be there. To say 
nothing of the future-what would we look like in fifty years? Would | 
be an old woman while you still look like you're in your twenties? Or 


would you work some crazy magic, and everyone | knew would 
wonder why /'’m not aging? What would | tell my family?" 


Fifty years? | wouldn't be here in ten. 


It couldn't have worked. Were you going to stay here for her? Did 
you expect her to leave with you? 


"I'm sorry," | said again. 
"SO am I." 


Eventually, Penny found the presence of mind to start the car again 
and pull out onto the empty street. Half a mile passed in silence. 


"I'm sorry | screamed at you," she said. 
"| forgive you." 

"Thanks." 

| just nodded. 


"And..." Penny continued, "you didn't have to tell me the truth, and 
you did anyway. That's not a small thing, is it?" 


"You deserved to know if we were going to be... you know." 


She took that for an affirmative. "I figured. I'll Keep your secret, Cass. 
| shouldn't have to say it, but | want you to know." 


| shrugged. "No one would believe you even if you told them." 
"Probably not, but you still took a risk telling me, right?" 
"Well..." 


"Yeah, | thought so." 


| took advantage of Penny's focus on driving to surreptitiously wipe 
moisture from my eyes. The 'risk' 1 took was that you'd react badly- 
and you did. 


"And, uh..." she mumbled, "for what it's worth, I'm glad you told me. | 
did deserve to know." She was trying to make me feel better, | was 
pretty sure, but it wasn't helping. 


Strawfield wasn't a large town, so it wasn't long until we pulled up in 
front of Home Sweet Home. 


"Here we are," Penny said. 


"Yeah." | started to ask a question, thought better of it, then asked it 
anyway. "Will | see you again?" 


A pause. 


"| don't know," she admitted. "Part of me wants to run back to 
California and pretend this was all a bad dream. Leave it all in the 
rear-view mirror." 


“I'm sorry." 

"Stop apologizing," Penny said. "It's not your fault." 

"Isn't it?" 

"It's nobody's fault. That's what makes this such a heartbreak." She 
sighed. "God. This is... there's definitely a joke to be made about 
weHaul lesbians right now. For god's sake, we've been on two dates 


in as many weeks. We haven't even kissed. | shouldn't be this torn 
up about this." 


| just nodded. 


"But | thought this was it. I've never fallen for anyone this hard. It 
felt... darn it, it felt magical. Too good to be true." 


"Was it?" 


"Seems so. Or maybe | was more attracted to danger than | 
realized." 


| let that comment pass rather than restart an argument | couldn't 
win. 


Penny sighed and pressed the button to unlock the car doors-a clear 
Signal it was time to go. "You should get going," she said just in case 
| didn't get the hint. "Early morning tomorrow, right?" 

Not really. "Yeah." 


A brief intrusive thought suggested that | 'accidentally' forget that 
Penny's books were still in the box so she'd have to stop by to get 
them back; | ignored it and put her copies on the passenger seat 
before shutting the door. No sooner had it clicked shut than Penny 
began rolling down the window. 

"Cass?" she called. 

"Yeah?" 

"Look up Katalepsis-spelled like it sounds. | think you'd like it." 

"| will," | said. "Promise." 

"Goodnight." 

"Goodnight." 


She rolled up the window and pulled away, leaving me standing on 
the curb long after her taillights had disappeared from sight. 
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"Have a good time?" Homura called as the front door swung open. 
"No." 


"No?" Zero yelled, sticking her head literally through the office door. 
"What do you mean, 'no'?" 


Homura had to open the door before she could stick her head into 
the hall as well. "What happened?" 


| ignored the question. "What's she doing here?" 
"Trying my patience." 


"Cass!" Zero whined. "You got asked on a date! And you went! 
Twice! And you didn't think I'd want to know?" 


"Zero, | love you, but / do not want to deal with you right now." | 
turned to Homura and added, "! don't want to talk about it," before 
stomping into my room and dropping the box of signed books onto 
my desk with more force than necessary. 

"Cass?" Homura called through the door. 

"| don't want to talk about it!" 


"Is this one of those times where you'd ask how much someone 
meant that?" 


| didn't answer. 
"How much do you mean it?" she asked. 


The answer turned out to be 'not very much’, because it didn't take 
much prompting to get me to spill the whole sad story, from the 
proposition a couple weeks earlier to my crash and burn in the gas 
station. 


"... and that's how | ruined a lovely night," | concluded, one finger 
drawing circles on the kitchen table. 


A moment of silence passed before Zero spoke. 


"Wow," she said. "You literally could not have sabotaged yourself 
harder if you tried." 


"Excuse me?" 


"Cass, of all the millions of ways you could have handled that, | 
swear to god you could not have done worse if you tried. Which you 
did." Homura opened her mouth, but Zero cut her off with a raised 
hand. "Akemi, | Know it's harsh, but it needs to be said. Cass, you 
torpedoed this relationship with prejudice because-in addition to all 
your other fucking problems with relationships and intimacy, which 
you still haven't fucking addressed-your goddamn guilt complex has 
you convinced on some level that you do not deserve to be happy, 
which defeats the entire fucking point of you being here at all!" 


"What? No, that's not-" 


"Isn't it? Why e/se would you go out of your way to ruin your first 
actual relationship after less than a month?" 


"| wasn't trying to ruin it! This wasn't some sort of se/f-sabotage! | 
really thought it would be okay!" 


"You thought turning into a kitsune in the dead of night at some 
shady-ass gas station wouldn't cause her to panic?" 


"| wasn't-" | cut myself off because she had a point. "Okay, fine, it 
was a terrible idea in hindsight, but | wasn't thinking about how it 
would look! It was a mistake, not an intentional blunder!" 


"A mistake? Why tell her at all?" 
"She deserved to know!" 
"This is not what people mean by ‘honesty in relationships'!" 


"How the hell am | supposed to be ‘honest’ if | leave out everything 
about me?" 


"For fuck's sake, Cass, you cannot go through every fucking Jump 
all ‘woe is me, forced to lie to everyone | know'!" Zero yelled. "The 
whole point of sticking with the ‘chain is to enjoy yourself, not to live 
some tragic, tortured existence! So you have two options, dipshit: 
either you nut up and learn to fucking lie, or you stop fucking 
Jumping. Pick one." 


"That's not the point-!" 


"Yes it very much fucking is! You could have just made up a few 
background details-hell, just change the dates from your own life-and 
everything would have been smooth sailing, but instead, you went 
and thought yourself into a knot over your stupid ideal of 'honesty'!" 


"It isn't stupid!" 


"It clearly is! Being part of the ‘chain at all means you have secrets- 
big, weird, freaky fucking secrets-and spreading them far and wide is 
only going to hurt you and the people around you over and over 
again!" 


Zero paused for breath, then sat back down, having risen at some 
point during our shouting match. 


"So you're saying I've been learning the wrong lessons this whole 
time?" | asked. "Less honesty, not more. Bigger lies, rather than 


smaller ones. Insert, rather than Drop-In." 


"From the sound of it? Yeah. And if your morals don't allow you to do 
that, then they are fundamentally incompatible with sticking around." 


"Bullshit. They are at worst incompatible with dating." 


™ Zero dragged a hand down her face, then soothed her tone to 
something more supportive. "How about this? Don't think of it as 
lying, think of it as embracing the identity you have that Jump as The 
Truth.” 


"Oh, sure, ‘from a certain point of view’ bullshit," | snarked. "That 
makes it all better." 


"Look at it this way: when you're playing D&D and someone asks 
your character about herself, does she start an existential 
examination of what it means to be a bundle of stats controlled by 
someone outside her reality, or does she tell them her goddamn 
backstory?" 


"D&D's a game! There are no consequences for lying.” 


"What's fucked you over more, Cass? The consequences for ‘lying’, 
or for telling the whole excessive goddamn truth?" 


That really depended on how much of Worm | blamed on the former 
and how much on the latter. 


"It still wouldn't have helped here," | grumbled. "She bailed long 
before | got into anything past who | am this Jump." 


"| don't mean your whole perk package, | mean your fucking identity. 
The normal, outward-facing front you show people. Not Cassandra 
Rolins the companion, Cassandra Fucking-... shit, what's your 
surname this Jump?" 


"Kyogen," Homura answered from her place at the table to my left. 


"Cassandra Fucking Kyogen!... Kyogen, really?" 
"| had the same reaction." 


"What about the long-term?" | whined. "Even if I'd pretended that | 
was the perfectly normal human I'm posing as, I'd still leave like | do 
every Jump." 


"Then talk about it like a normal fucking person and not a weird 
space alien!" Zero yelled, losing her cool all over again. "This is 
exactly what I'm fucking talking about! It's not like there's no way to 
address your long-term plans in a way that doesn't scream 
‘delusional or eldritch’. Like, fuck, | dunno. 'Hey, I'm a naive young 
woman who isn't ready to find a life partner. Are you okay witha 
relationship that focuses on having fun now rather than planning for 
ten years on?' That's a normal fucking conversation to have!" 


"| don't think naive young women who aren't ready to find life 
partners are quite that candid," Homura said. "Or self-aware." 


"Akemi, please shut the fuck up and go back to being weird and 
robotic. You're not helping." 


"My apologies." 


| could take some ‘tough love’, but that crossed a fucking line. "Don't 
apologize to her!" | snapped to Homura before rounding on the 
source of my anger. "Zero, | appreciate your input"-which was a 
fucking lie at the moment-"but right now | need you to get the fuck 
out of my goddamn house." 


Zero sighed. "Okay, sorry, that last bit was out of line-" 


"| accept your apology," Homura interjected. "Cass, please, listen to 
her? She's trying to help." 


| wanted to tell Zero where she could stuff her apologies. | wanted to 
climb into bed and hit myself with the strongest sleep spell | knew 


because like hell was | going to leave myself alone with my thoughts 
right now. | wanted to find a soundproof room in the Warehouse and 
scream myself hoarse in frustration. 


But the fact that Homura and Zero actually agreed on something 
made me stop and actually fucking listen. 


"Okay," | said. "All right. I'll hear her out." 


"Thank you," Zero said. "You too, Akemi. Sorry about calling you 
weird." 


Homura dismissed the offense with a wave of her hand. 


Zero reached over to put a hand on mine. "Look, Cass," she said, 
"I'm proud of you for trying, | really am. That's what makes this so 
frustrating, see?" 


"Mim." 


"There are times where the truth will work. Things went fine last 
Jump, right?" 


"Sure." 


"But there are also times when all the truth will do is upset people," 
she continued. "Confuse them, scare them, whatever. And you know 
what? You don't owe anyone the truth-not the whole thing, not a 
piece, nothing. Lie by omission, lie outright, it doesn't matter. Do 
what you need to do." 


"Because the ends justify the means?" 


"Do your means justify the ends? You need to let go of your 
deontology and look at the consequences. Not telling people about 
freaky magic shit doesn't hurt them-well, generally, but we're not 
talking about a case where it would. You said D&D didn't have 
consequences, but don't those consequences make it more 


important you not share information that will scare, confuse, and 
even maybe harm people?" 


| admitted they did with no small amount of reluctance. 


"If | may?" Homura asked. "Cass, | believe you are severely 
overcompensating for your perceived shortcomings in your second 
Jump." 


"Am |?" | asked Zero. 


"| dunno. You never told me that story. Care to explain that a bit, 
Akemi?" 


"She is acting as though the problem was the failure to provide the 
complete truth, rather than failing to treat people with the respect 
they deserved." 


Zero gave me an appraising look. "Is that so? 'Cause no offense, but 
those are completely different fucking problems." 


"Zero is right when she says your current approach isn't working," 
Homura added. 


"| know," | grumbled. 
Zero cut in again. "And unless you're ready to leave..." 
“I'm not." 


"That's that then, isn't it? If you're set on staying, then beating 
yourself up over ‘lying''-air quotes-"just means you have a shit time 
for no reason. Not that lying is a big deal to begin with, but even 
then, it doesn't have to be lying per se, right?" 


"I'll think about it," | said. "Sleep on it, whatever. I'm done with today." 
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Life went on. 


| avoided Spell-Bound, and Penny didn't visit Home Sweet Home. 
Lizzie picked up on my complete one-eighty in mood and offered 
soothing platitudes about relationships and fishing metaphors. And 
slowly, things went back to normal, as they always did. 


Eventually-a week after 'that night'-| headed over to the bookstore 
during what | knew hadn't been one of Penny's shifts. "Hey, 
Margaret," | greeted the woman in question. "Penny's not here right 
now, right?" 


"Penny?" she asked. "No, she's not." 

"Okay. Good. Well, not ‘good’, but..." 

"You two are avoiding each other," Margaret finished for me. "What 
happened between you two, anyway? She was head over heels for 
weeks, and then suddenly she doesn't want to so much as hear your 
name." 

"Well, uh... did she tell you we were dating?" 

"Many times." 

"It didn't work out." 


"| noticed." 


| huffed out a humorless laugh. "Yeah, | guess you would. Well... | 
just wanted to stop by and let you know that | probably won't be 
stopping by much anymore. Sorry." 


"You don't have to apologize. You're not my only customer, you 
know." 


| chuckled politely. 


"| know it's none of my business," she continued, "but can | ask what 
went wrong? Penny seemed so happy, and then suddenly she 
wasn't and wouldn't say a thing about it." 


"We had... incompatible relationship goals, | guess you could say. Or 
maybe life goals? It just... it couldn't work." 


Margaret let out a weary sigh. "Love can be like that sometimes. 
Leap before you look and you're bound to get hurt." 


| mumbled something in the affirmative and saw myself out. 


Days passed. | kept an eye out for Penny around town in case | had 
to divert to avoid running into her, but | didn't see her again. Maybe 
she'd run back to California after all. 


| still avoided Spell-Bound; it was too closely linked to 'Penny' in my 
head. 


Were you going to stay here for her? Did you expect her to leave 
with you? 


Maybe our relationship was doomed from the get-go, and nothing | 
could have done would have changed that. That didn't mean it had 
to end as badly as it had. 


Cass, | believe you are severely overcompensating for your 
perceived shortcomings in your second Jump. 


It hurt because it was true. Being back in twenty-first century earth 
had really brought my time in Bet to the front of my mind, from 
Halloween to kicking down doors to worrying about secrets. It wasn't 
trauma, exactly; that would be too easy. The mental health fix-up 
would've handled it. This was more like... like bad habits. 


Well, bad habits were made to be broken. 


| googled Katalepsis. | read it. | liked it-not that | had a chance to tell 
Penny that. Everything pointed to her being happiest if she never 


heard from me again. 

| did wonder if it had contributed in whole or part to her conviction 
that getting involved in anything magical was a great way to die, but 
it wasn't like it was a particularly uncommon trope. She could just as 
easily have been thinking of Dresden Files or Pact or half a dozen 
other books. It wasn't worth wondering why. 

Time kept ticking. Moperville turned up in a few 'Weird News' 
segments, but whatever was happening there seemed to be under 
control. 

With or without magic, life went on. 

=22XS=XKS=X === 

College acceptance letters trickled in over the spring months. 

"| got into LMU!" 

"| got into MIT!" 

"| got into SCSU?" 

| raised an eyebrow at Mike. "Was that a statement or a question?" 
"Uh... Statement?" 


"Sounded like a question to me,” Kaitlyn said. 


"Hey, you getting into LMU is, like, twenty times more likely than me 
getting into a four-year college at all, okay?" 


"And we're very proud of you," Natalie told him. "SCSU is... what, 
Southern California State?" 


"Southern Connecticut State," Mike said. 


"Ah, damn." 


"Close enough," Ashley said. 


Becky interrupted her antisocial sulking to object, "Connecticut and 
California are on opposite sides of the country.” 


"Close enough." 

"What would you consider not 'close enough'?" 
"Yale," Ashley said without missing a beat. 
"Yale is in Connecticut!" 

---X==X==X--- 


"Are you okay?" Homura asked sixty stones into a game of Go | was 
assuredly going to lose. It was late Saturday night-or early Sunday 
morning-and the two of us were sitting across the kitchen table. The 
rest of the apartment was dark, as was the street outside the 
window, giving the whole scene a peaceful, sleepy feeling. 


"Do | not seem okay?" | asked as | considered my next moves. 
"You seem Suspiciously okay." 
| glanced up from the board and raised an eyebrow. 


"| want to make sure you're actually ‘okay’, rather than putting on a 
brave face." 


"Don't worry, I'm not just putting on a brave face. The relationship 
started and ended so fast it doesn't even feel real anymore, you 
know? Just... blew right through and out the door. And it was, what, 
four months ago, now?" 

Homura didn't reply. 


| placed my stone and leaned back. 


"You know," | mused as Homura picked up her next stone, "you've 
met a bunch of my friends around Strawfield, but | haven't met any of 
yours." 


"You're assuming a lot." 
"Am |?" 


When she didn't answer, | added, "| mean, stop me if I'm out of line, 
but | was hoping you were... you know, getting to enjoy al/ the bits of 
normal life." 


"| do have friends. | meant you're assuming they're around 
Strawfield." 


"Oh." | frowned as Homura's next move threw my carefully 
considered line of play into chaos. "Wait, where are you going off to, 
then?" 


"Apoapolis." 
"Oh." 


"I'm not opposed to you meeting them," she continued, "but as | said 
when you setting up your book club, | think it's good for us to take 
the opportunity to have separate social circles. I'm not sure you 
would have much to talk about with them, anyway." 


"You'd know better than |." 


Neither of us spoke for a few seconds as | looking over the board 
from top to bottom. 


"You are okay?" Homura asked again. "In general?" 


™Okay' might be overstating it," | admitted. "I'm mostly over it, but by 
definition that means I'm not entirely over it. It still hurts now and 
then, but it won't hurt forever." 


"You're making progress?" 

"Slowly but surely." 

| didn't have any good moves, so | made a bad one. 

"Hey, Homura?" 

"Yes?" 

“Thanks for checking up on me." 

"You do the same for me," she pointed out. "Speaking of which, if it 
would sate your curiosity about my wellbeing, | would be happy to 
describe my friendships." 

"Sure." 

Homura made yet another doubtlessly brilliant play, then began. 
---X==X==X--- 


"Cassandra!" Chloe yelled as her and her friends flowed into the 
shop a few weeks before the end of the school year. "Guess what? 
Guess what?" 


"You discovered magic is real when Megan turned herself into a cat 
by accident?" 


"| wish!" Megan grumbled. 


I'd been joking, but it was honestly plausible given the world they 
lived in; that said, if that were the case, Megan would be the one 
raving about it. 


"They're holding OtakCon in Strawfield this year!" Chloe yelled as 
she bounced up to the counter. "The normal convention center in 
Apoapolis was damaged by malfunctioning pyrotechnics last week, 
so it's gonna be closed all summer and they can't schedule another 


convention center on such short notice, so they're moving it to the 
community center here instead, and / have a summer job there, and 
| already got a call from the CEM asking me to help!" 


"Breathe," | reminded her. "What's OtakCon? Wait, let me guess, 
there's only one thing that would possibly excite you this much-it's an 
anime convention." 


"It's the anime convention! At least around here." 
"And CEM?" 


“Community Event Manager," Chloe said immediately. "It's his job to 
make a convention that usually fills a hundred thousand square feet 
fit into thirty. But, it gets better!" 


"Better?" Having to fit a convention into a space one-third the normal 
size sounded like bad news. 


"Since I'm going to be on the crew for an ‘emergency’ event, | get to 
attend for free when I'm not working! And | have guest passes!" 
Chloe took off her backpack and zipped open a flap, pulling outa 
fist-full of flier-like things and waving them at me. "You should totally 
come! Do you cosplay? They're only good if you cosplay.” 


"I'd be willing to try," | said as she thrust them into my hands. "How 
many of these do you have, anyway?" The 'Cosplay Guest Passes' 
were good for only one day each, but she'd handed me half a dozen 
of them. 


"We could take as many as we want, so | grabbed a bunch. Normally 
they're harder to get, but | think they're expecting lower attendance 
due to the change of venue or something. So, are you gonna do it? 
Your Halloween costumes were always awesome!" 


"| could probably figure out a costume somehow," | said. "We've 
got... two months?" 


"One and a bit, yeah. Hmm..." Chloe spent a moment staring at my 
face. "I'm trying to think of a character to suggest, but most of them 
are moms, and 'Dead Anime Mom' is a meme for a reason.” 


"Do | really look old enough to be a teenager's mother?" 
"Anime moms aren't ‘older’, they're just slightly taller." 


| laughed because it was true. | hadn't looked anywhere near the 
right age on the cover Max had shown me-wait a minute, hadn't that 
been set in 2057? Forget my age, my nephew was born in 2041? 
Wow, the writers did not do the math on that correctly. Did they forget 
to carry a one or something? 


"Cassandra?" 


Oh, right, conversation. "Sorry, thinking about costumes. Are you 
going to dress up too?" 


"All five of us!" Chloe waved a hand towards the other four girls, who 
were watching her eruption of enthusiasm with clear amusement. 
"We're gonna do a whole coordinated cosplay thing!" 


"Have you told them?" 


"Very funny," she grumbled. "No, they all love it. Ashley loves 
costuming, Megan's hoping something spooky goes down, Natalie 
gets an excuse to dodge a family barbecue, and Kaitlyn is... uh..." 
she flushed, then leaned over the counter and mouthed, "my 
girlfriend." 


“Congra-" 


"Shhhhh! Shh-shh-shh-shhhhhhhhhh!" Chloe held a finger up to her 
lips, stealing a glance over her shoulder. "We're not, uh, out." 


"Even to your friends?" | whispered. 


"They know we're... you know," she said. "But dating is... it's sort of 
a bigger deal? | mean, someone might've noticed, but as long as no 
one acknowledges it we can all pretend like nothing's changed." 
"Lips are sealed," | promised. "Did you invite the boys?" 


Her hyperactivity returned as though it had never left. "Please," 
Chloe said with an exaggerated eye-roll. "You think | could get them 
to dress up?" 


"Don't give her ideas!" Mike called from across the room. 

"See? No chance in hell." She sniffed in melodramatic disapproval, 
then went right back to her hyperactive excitement. "Well? Are you 
going to come? Are you?" 


"Depends on our schedule that week," | hedged. 


"Awesome!" Chloe threw her hands up like it was a done deal and 
bounced back over to her friends for lunch. 
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"So," | told Homura that night, "OtakCon is being held in Strawfield 
this year." 


"Cass, no," she said. 
"Cass, yes!" | countered. 
"Have you checked how much tickets cost?" 


"Don't need to. Chloe gave us these." | showed her the Cosplay 
Guest Passes. 


Homura sighed. "Let me guess: you want to use magic and/or 
shape-shifting to pull off an amazing cosplay costume." 


"No, of course not!" | said. "That's just asking for trouble-and against 
the spirit of the thing! | want to go because I've never been to one 
before." | hesitated, then added, "And because Chloe mentioned that 
Megan is hoping for 'something spooky to happen’, and I'm feeling a 
little paranoid." 


"SO you want me to run the counter those days?" 
| shot her a look. 


"Yeah, that's what | thought." Homura left me hanging for a moment, 
then smiled. "What're we wearing?" 


"Why are you asking me?" 


| spent my ‘brainstorming’ time in the Workshop, looking over the 
various arts and crafts supplies we had mixed in with the more 
‘practical’ stuff. | could magic up a costume with the clothes-morph 
spell, but as I'd told Homura, | wanted to actually make something. 


The question was, what did | want to make? Who did | want to go 
as? | couldn't think of any anime characters off the top of my head 
that | was particularly eager to dress as. Actually, to be honest, | just 
didn't know that many anime characters-present company excepted. 


"Hey, Cass," Darkness said as she walked in, carrying a bundle of 
armor and the black underlayer she used with it. "What're you 
making?" 

"A costume,” | replied. 

"Oh? What for?" 


"There's an anime convention in town." 


"Oh, fun!" she exclaimed. "You're going to cosplay?" 


"That's the idea." 
"As who?" 
"Good question." 


Darkness reached the workbench she'd been heading to and 
dropped the bundle of stuff onto the table with a clatter. 


"What are you doing?" | asked. 


"Repairing my armor," she replied, holding up a piece of armor that 
had been so badly deformed | couldn't tell what it was supposed to 
cover. 


"Whoa." 


| wandered closer as she picked up a hammer and began beating 
the armor back into shape in a way | was pretty sure had nothing to 
do with real armor forging or repair techniques. The whole thing was 
in equally bad shape; the underlayer was torn in half a dozen places, 
and what | could see of the armor wasn't much better. One of 
Darkness's hammer strikes rocked the table enough to spill the pile 
over with a clatter, revealing what | thought was her backplate, now 
with five long, jagged rents in it. 


| couldn't help but ask, "What the heck did that?" 

| Knew asking was a mistake when she started blushing. 
"Oh, uh, well-" 

"Nevermind. | don't want to Know." 

"-see, sometimes, Maeve likes to-" 


"Not listening!" 


She kept talking, but | couldn't hear it over her hammering on her 
armor, SO all was well. 


Homura and | drove up to Moperville for Zeke's high school 
graduation. It was-in my opinion-an unnecessarily long and pointless 
ceremony, but that might just be my lingering resentment towards my 
high school experience shining through. Then again, I'd found my 
Academy graduation similarly devoid of substance, so maybe | just 
wasn't the sort of person who appreciated these sorts of things. 


Suffice to say that it was a perfectly normal graduation ceremony. 


"SO," Max said once Zeke made his way to us through the crowd. 
"Now that you can look back at the whole experience... how was 
high school?" 


Zeke stopped and considered the question for quite a while-longer 
than I'd ever seen him hesitate on a question by far. 


“Adequate,” he concluded. 


"Well," Gary said, "| suppose that's a better assessment than I'd 
feared." 


"Care to elaborate?" Max asked. 

"The instructional portion was redundant," Zeke replied, "but | 
believe | understand the portion of high school people look back on 
fondly." 


"The social stuff?" | guessed. 


"Precisely. The company made the experience bearable. Can we go 
home now?" 


Max laughed and agreed that they could. 


=== XSSKS=X === 


Since we'd come all the way up to Moperville anyway, | threw Tinaa 
text asking if she wanted to spend some time catching up. She did. 


| could teleport home, so Homura didn't need to stick around to give 
me a ride; she dropped me off near the studio apartment Tina rented 
not far from the university, then took off for Strawfield. Tina had 
found a nice place, if a little small: all fresh eggshell-white paint and 
shiny new stainless steel surfaces. It was also a square, not quite 
thirty feet on a side, with one quarter walled off for the bathroom and 
the remaining three corners given over to a bed, desk, and 
kitchenette, respectively. 


Tina hadn't done much deliberate decorating, but that didn't mean 
the apartment was bare. The bed and desk were against the exterior 
wall, and thus had the benefit of windows and curtains to spruce 
them up. Rather than posters or pictures, the walls were covered in 
clothes-their hangers dangling from those stick-on picture-hanging 
hooks that always did way more damage to the paint than they 
claimed-because the place lacked a proper closet. There were also a 
surprising number of small stuffed dragons scattered about, which | 
didn't comment on. 


"You know, in hindsight, maybe we should have just met in the 
Warehouse," Tina joked as we tried to figure out where to sit. "This is 
a little tight. Or is that just the dragon talking?" 


"It's fine. I'll take the chair and you take the bed?" 

"Sure." 

| picked up the desk chair-a simple folding chair that managed to be 
decently comfortable for what it was-and turned it around to face the 


foot of the bed. "So, you're... three quarters of the way through 
college?" 


She smirked. "Further than that. | almost graduated this month, but 
I'm still missing two classes. I'll be done after summer." 


"That's fast." 
“Not a moment too soon." 


"I'm a little surprised you bothered with college, to be honest," | said. 
"| figured you'd just work on your own projects." 


"Oh, it was tempting, but my parents are expecting me to get a job 
once | finish school, so this ended up being the easiest way to get to 
do what | want." 


"But doesn't that just push the problem down the road four-err, three- 
and-a-bit years?" 


"I'm finishing my undergraduate degree this summer," Tina 
explained. "That means | can start my graduate studies this fall, in 
the soon-to-be-not-officially-on-the-books Metaphysics department. 
Someone involved in the spooky side of governance finally opened 
some of the scholarly pursuit of magical sciences to the wider public- 
probably Max's doing, since there wasn't an ‘incident'-and since 
Moperville is a paranormal hotspot, it's natural that this is where 
they'd do it. There's not exactly a lot of established literature on the 
topic, so I'll be free to study the stuff | want to study." 


"Tinkertech? How are you going to explain where it came from?" 
"I'm the one building it. Why lie when the truth works?" 


"So you're going to, what, say, 'Hey, | made this thing and can't figure 
out why it works'?" 


She chuckled. "That's how a lot of the random magical artifacts in 
this world ended up being made." 


"Huh." I'd never stopped to wonder where all the weird stuff in their 
warehouses came from. "I guess ignorance really is the best excuse. 


Say, how much do your parents know about magic?" 


"Good question. | tried to tell them before | went off to college, but 
they reacted like I'd decided to join some kooky new-age religious 
movement." Tina did her best to imitate her mother's voice as she 
quoted, "Oh, well, this is the age where girls get into these sorts of 
things." 


| laughed; it was all too easy to imagine Angela saying something 
like that. "Did you try turning into a dragon? 


"| will not turn into a snake. It never helps." 
That sounded familiar. "Evil Overlord List?" | guessed. 


"Number thirty-four." She picked up one of the small stuffed dragons 
and smiled at it as she continued, "I will admit | was tempted; | may 
have been looking for an excuse to turn into a dragon recently." 


"You miss being a literal dragon, huh?" 


"Yeah," Tina said, flopping backwards on her bed with her arms flung 
out to the sides. "I miss the freedom. Moperville is weird, but not 
weird enough to ignore a dragon that size." 


"Too visible, huh?" 


"Too visible by half. That's why | have these." Tina, still lying on her 
back, held the toy dragon up straight up in the air. 


| raised an eyebrow at the dragon, then turned to look at the two on 
the desk. They were too detailed to fit the connotations of the term 
‘stuffed animal’, and more ‘regal’ than ‘cute’. The eyes looked to be 
real glass, not plastic, and the cloth had scales stitched into it that 
blended 'seamlessly' with the actual seams. The only difference 
between the two was their color: one red, one green. 


"| don't follow," | admitted as | turned back. 


"| took the fairy doll spell as my ‘freebie’ with the Marked magic 
option," Tina said, her voice coming from behind me. | glanced back 
to see that the red dragon was currently smirking at me. 


"Oh," | said. "Nifty. You can make them look like any form you want?" 


"They look like the form I'm in when | make them, so | made a bunch 
in the Warehouse. | mostly use them to fly around." She stretched 
her wings to demonstrate. | leaned back to give her space to take 
off, but the dragon settled down and turned back into cloth instead. 


"It's not the same, though," Tina complained from the bed. 


"Maybe you miss the attention," | joked, turning around again. "You 
did like being admired." 


"Of course | did. Wouldn't you?" 
"Obviously." 


She waved her hand and summoned a pillow from the head of the 
bed to prop her head up so she could see me better-and so | could 
see her playful smirk. "Maybe I'll get a chance to show off once 
magic isn't secret anymore." 


"Is that coming soon?" 


"I'm not sure. Without us, the secret would be out already, but Max 
averted the major incidents that led to that. It will probably happen 
before we leave-the invention of the camera-phone made it 
inevitable-but | don't Know when." 


"Ah." 


"This is completely off-topic," Tina said, "but hanging out like this 

reminds me of my visit to your place back when | first joined-except 
this time I'm the one in bed. We talked about how going a long time 
without talking to someone didn't seem that significant, remember?" 


"| do." 


"You said it had to do with improved memory," she reminded me, 
"which might mean that | don't need to remind you of that, now that | 
think about it." 


"Yeah, | remember-though I've since learned that's actually a 
symptom of ADHD." 


Tina paused in thought, head cocked. 
"Time blindness?" she guessed. 


"Something like that. My ‘friendship levels' don't decay over time or 
something.” 


"Wouldn't that have been cured after we left?" 


"The ADHD must have been," | confirmed, "or I'd have gone crazy 
from understimulation at work. Maybe this specific time perception 
oddity was considered a ‘benefit’, and thus kept? Or maybe it /s the 
memory perk, and it just sort of feels the same as having ADHD?" 


"Well, | did agree with you the first time we discussed it, so it's not 
just you." 


"Good to know, | guess." | shrugged. "Anyway, you were saying..." 


"Yes, well, I've been thinking about it lately-the way we can go years 
without speaking and then resume like nothing happened-and | think 
mutual immortality might be part of it." 


"How's that?" 


"There's no time pressure," Tina explained. "No fear that you'll miss 
out, that you might regret not spending more time together in twenty 
years. And we seem to change less and less with each passing year, 
too." 


"That all makes sense." 


"Being away at college for so long got me thinking about it. | was in 
school all last summer too, so | haven't moved home for nearly two 
years. | visit, of course-we're only, what, twenty minutes away?-but | 
haven't been 'home' in the sense that the house has been home, if 
that makes any sense." 


"It doesn't feel like home if you're only stopping in for a few days,” | 
said. 


"No, it doesn't. But that's sort of beside the point | was trying to 
make, which was that..." She sighed and switched tracks. 
“Remember when you asked me how it was having memories of 
growing up here?" 


"| do. You said it was a sort of wish fulfillment, getting to grow up 
human." 


"It was-it /s-and that's part of the problem. Well, it's not exactly a 
‘problem’, per se... the thing is, the whole wish fulfillment aspect 
helped it make a big impression on me-a lot more than | expected, to 
be honest. Now, being away from home for a couple years has me 
thinking about the end of the Jump and how I'm going to have to say 
goodbye to my parents sooner than they think." Tina leaned her 
head back to face the ceiling as she concluded, "It's making me a bit 
melancholy." 


A moment passed as | considered how to respond. 


"| hear you," | said. "| don't have any advice to offer, but | understand 
how you feel." 


"Is that why you went Drop-In this time?" 


"Among other things, yes." 


Tina spent a few moments kicking her feet, which were hanging off 
the end of the bed due to how she'd sprawled on it. 


"Maybe it's different once you'd done this five, ten, however-many 
times," she said, "but I'm not used to it." 


"It's hard to imagine getting used to it." 


"It is. And that's not even getting into the question of what's like for 
them." 


"Yeah. Then again, all children leave the nest eventually, right? I'm 
sure your parents would want you to be happy even if you have to 
leave to do it." 

"Yeah." 


Another moment passed before Tina pulled herself back into a sitting 
position with a groan. "I ruined the mood, didn't |?" 


"| don't mind. If anything, it's nice to know I'm not the only one who 
worries about these things." 


"Likewise." 
"On to other topics, then?" 
"Yes, please." 


"Right. Hmm..." | glanced around the room, but nothing jumped out 
as a good topic of discussion. We'd already covered the dragons. 


Oh, there's a question. 


"Does Dragon ever hassle you about being the one who gets to go 
on ‘adventures’ while she's stuck in the Warehouse?" 


Tina just looked at me for a second before guffawing loudly. 


"Stupid question?” | asked. 


She shook her head fervently. "No, no-well, maybe, but only from my 
point of view.” 


"So was it or wasn't it?" 


"It's not a stupid question, it's just funny because-you'll understand 
once | explain." Tina cleared her throat. "You see, after last Jump, I- 
which is to say, 'we'-really started to notice a divergence. It wasn't 
just being separated for a long time, but also the trauma of... well, 
suffice to say it was getting pretty significant, and we had to decide 
whether we wanted to stop and get back to parity, or continue to 
grow apart as individuals. 


"We talked about it for a while, over the break: about how this was 
an opportunity to grow into new people, experience our own lives 
and identities, and other things like that. And after going over all the 
reasons we shouldn't be afraid of growing apart, we decided we still 
didn't want to. ‘Dragon’ felt like she was being left behind, while 
‘Tess’ felt like she was losing touch with her roots. So | sat down and 
resynchronized everything, and worked out a system going forward 
to make sure I'd keep parity." 


That was the opposite of how I'd expected that story to end-but then, 
the only experience | had with that sort of issue was just that: in 
stories, penned by humans, shaped by human values, assumptions, 
and themes. 


"So what does that mean for you two as people?" | asked. 

"Well, it means we're not really ‘two people’. It's more like how | used 
to operate on Bet-independent processes on different platforms, but 
still all 'me'." 


"But you still talk to each other. | mean, you know, verbally." 


Tina chuckled. "Can | tell you a secret?" 


"Sure." 
"| did that back on Bet, too." 
| joined in on her laughter. 


=5X SSX ==Xe-- 


Chapter 104: Un-convention-al 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 104: Un-convention-al 


OtakCon arrived in late July. 


The kids had decided that they were going to do their cosplay on the 
fourth and final day of the convention, so Homura and | committed to 
attending that day as well. | hadn't expected the convention to affect 
daily life in Strawfield much, but it did; even before the event opened, 
parking within fifteen minutes' walk of the community center became 
all but impossible, and Home Sweet Home had a new customer 
demographic. 


"I'm starting to think we should have set up a booth," | told Homura 
as she brought out yet another tray of taiyaki. The moment the 
convention-goers had hit the town, we'd gone from selling one or two 
a week to a whole batch roughly every ten minutes. 


"Maybe." She didn't even bother sliding the tray into the display 
case; it would be gone by the time she brought out the next one. "It 


might not be too late, if someone who has a booth wants to sell 
them." 


"| Know who to call." 


Homura sent a pointed look at the people who were already lining up 
for their turn. "Later." 


"Later it is." 
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"Welcome to OtakCon! Can | see your tickets?" 


"Right here," Homura said as she showed the greeter our guest 
passes. 


"Thank you. Nice costumes, by the way." The woman reached into a 
bucket and pulled out a pair of blue and white lanyards attached to 
laminated holders for an ID card, then opened a box and passed us 
each a purple card. "These are good for the whole day. Don't lose 
them, because we can't replace them. Sign here"-she tapped a line 
on the cards-"then show them at any door, and the barcode will get 
you In." 


She slipped the now-signed cards into the laminated holders, then 
pulled two large print-outs off a stack and handed them over with the 
lanyards. "These are maps of the convention floor-er, floors. And 
these are yours." She picked up two tote bags with 'OTAKCON' and 
the year printed on them, then put a shrink-wrapped bundle in each 
before handing them to us. "Have a great time!" 


"Thank you," we said as we slipped the lanyards over our heads. 
Homura reseated her red-and-brown witch's hat as | pushed open 
the door and let us into the main room. 


It was Monday: the fourth and final day of the convention, and the 
day Chloe and company had settled on for their ‘coordinated cosplay 
thing’. Home Sweet Home's Saturday shift had graciously agreed to 
hold the fort, so here we were. 


| Knew roughly where to start looking for the girls, which was good, 
because OtakCon had been spread out over three separate 
buildings and a courtyard-that was why the woman who'd handed us 
our passes had mentioned convention floors. It was kind of a mess, 
to be honest. Looking at the map made it clear they'd tried to group 
together similar pieces-merchandise stalls, panels, creator meet-ups, 
events, and screenings-before reality got in the way by forcing 
certain things to be in certain rooms. The result was more 
‘homogeneous’ than ‘sorted’. 


"Do you know where the girls are?" Homura asked me as we 
weaved through the crowd, collecting compliments on our costumes 
as we went. 


"Chloe said they'd be hanging out by the photography booth, which 
is in the courtyard." 


"Shall we head there, then?" 
| shrugged. "There's no rush." 


"We'll head courtyard-ward, then." And so we did, stopping every 
couple of booths to satisfy our curiosity about the things on display. 
The answer was tat. Endless, endless convention tat. Pins, sew-on 
patches, posters, tote bags, tee shirts, figurines... the variety was 
impressive, if nothing else. There was even actual anime on sale. 


"Oh, this was good," Homura said, picking up a copy of Lyrical 
Nanoha from the pile on the booth in question. 


"Didn't think you'd care for that kind of show," | said. 


"| appreciate optimism." She glanced at the hopeful-looking 
salesperson, then put the DVD back on the pile. "Don't need another 
copy, though." 


| nodded, and we moved on. 


The doors between the main room and the courtyard had been 
propped open with a pair of folding tables in blatant violation of the 
‘KEEP DOOR CLOSED ' signs sticker'd onto them. It was an 
unseasonably cold, overcast day for mid-July, practically a freak 
occurrence-which meant the yard they'd roped off to add to the 
convention floorspace was cooler and more pleasant than the poorly 
air-conditioned building we'd just left, and a lot of convention-goers 
were out and enjoying the fresh air with a blatant disregard for 
stereotypes. 


"Darn," | mumbled. "| thought they might be easy to spot, but it's 
more crowded out here than it was inside." 


"Do you know who they're dressed as?" 

| shook my head. "She wouldn't tell me." 

"Do they know who we're dressed as?" 

"| said | wasn't going to tell her unless she told me." 


Homura was not impressed. "You appear to have sabotaged our 
rendezvous quite effectively." 


"Oh, stop complaining and help me look, would you?" 

She did as | asked, joining me on tip-toes to look over the crowd as 
best we could. Unfortunately, only one of the people we were looking 
for was taller than average, and pink hair wasn't as distinguishing a 
feature here as it would be anywhere else. 

They spotted us first. 

"Cassandra!" | heard Chloe yell. "Over here!" 

The call came from behind Homura, so | got a perfect view of her 
eyepatch popping upwards of its own accord as the girl bounced into 
view, powder-blue hair and cape bobbing with every step. "Nice 
costumes!" she cheered. "You really look the part!" 


| smiled at Chloe just long enough to serve as a greeting, then pulled 
Homura into a conspiratorial hug. 


"You okay?" | whispered. 
"lam fine." 


"Are you sure?" 


"Yes. It was a surprise, but this isn't the first time I've had to deal with 
this." She ended the discussion by pulling away and turning back 
towards Chloe. 


"You said you were doing a coordinated cosplay project, correct?" 
Homura asked, flipping the cross-patterned eyepatch back down 
over her eye. "I think | can guess who the others dressed as." 


"It's a nice costume," | added. "You put that together yourself?" 


"It was a group effort!" Chloe said. "We planned it all out, then met 
up at my house and put them together yesterday. But nevermind us, 
your costumes are awesome! Suuuper high effort! Is that real 
metal?" Chloe reached out and rapped a knuckle on my breastplate, 
which was a rather forward action to take when one considered just 
how literally it took the term ‘breastplate’. 


"Printed plastic held together with tape," | said, swatting her hand 
away. "The metallic-ness is all in the paint. Isn't there a rule against 
touching cosplayers or something?" 


"Eep!" She cringed. "Crap, I'm so sorry! Please please please don't 
tell anyone-| could totally lose my job for that! It just looks so cool... 
I'm really sorry! Anyway, those are really cool costumes. Great 
details-I love the staff, Miss Akemi. Where did you get it?" 


"| carved it myself," Homura answered. 
"No way! That's amazing!" 
"Way. Why is she 'Cassandra’, but I'm still ‘Miss Akemi'?" 


"Oh, sorry, M-uh, Akemi. It's just... | talk to Cassandra a lot more 
than | talk to you, so | wasn't sure we were on a first name basis. 
Well, a no-honorific basis?" Chloe laughed awkwardly, one hand on 
the back of her neck. "Hold on... ah, there they-girls!" she yelled into 
the crowd. "| found her! Over here!" A moment later, Megan (as 
Mami), Ashley (as Madoka), and Kaitlyn (as Kyoko) emerged from 


the crowd to join Chloe's Sayaka cosplay. Megan and Ashley each 
had an OTAKCON tote bag, while Kaitlyn had two-her own and 
Chloe's, presumably. 


"Natalie couldn't make it," Chloe grumbled. "Her mom wouldn't let 
her dodge the barbecue after all. | told her she should just sneak out, 
but she didn't go for it." 


"Oh," | said. "That sucks." 


"Yeah. Her mom was all, 'This is your last summer here!’ and such, 
like Nat wasn't coming home ever again. Not that I'd blame her for 
that!" Chloe followed her little rant with an angry harrumph, then 
went right back to hyperactive. "Anyway, check out our costumes!" 
She hurried around and situated herself at the center of the line-up- 
between Kaitlyn and Ashley-with a cry of, "Ta-da!" 


"They're very nice," Homura said, somehow keeping a straight face. 
"Is that a wig, Kaitlyn?" 


"You can't tell?" Kaitlyn absentmindedly prodded the massive mane 
of red hair on her head. "No way | was gonna grow my hair out this 
long, even if | had enough time." 


"This is a wig, too," Megan said, tugging at one of her ringlets. “Then 
Ashley over here didn't even need hair dye." 


Homura turned to Chloe. "You forced Ashley to be Madoka because 
of her hair, didn't you?" 


"No," Chloe said. 
"Yes," Ashley said. 
"Did not!" 


"She suggested it," Kaitlyn said. "It's not like we couldn't have found 
another five-girl band to dress as if Ash said 'no’." 


"Like what?" | asked. 


"| dunno. She'd have thought of something. Right?" Kaitlyn grinned 
at Chloe impishly, then leaned over and pecked her on the cheek. 


Chloe turned bright red and hissed like a teakettle. "Katiiieee! We 
agreed not in public!" 


All three of her friends giggled at her blush. "Relax. We're just getting 
into character, right?" Kaitlyn winked at us. "What about you two? 
Having fun 'in character'?" 

| chuckled. "Yeah... no. Not exactly my style." 


"Getting in character’ would mean blowing up the convention 
center," Homura deadpanned. 


Chloe threw her hands up over her head and yelled, "Explosion!", 
which attracted fewer odd looks than it would have at any other time 
and place. 


"Yeah," Kaitlyn said, "let's not do that." 


"How did you decide who was who, anyway?" | asked them. 
"Besides Ashley and her hair?" 


"It's all hair," Ashley said. 

"Mostly hair," Chloe admitted. "Mine is the right length for Sayaka." 
"Short hair is easy to hide with a wig," Kaitlyn said. 

Ashley gave her a sharp poke on the back of the head. "That's not 
the reason you chose Kyoko and we all know it-oh for god's sake, 
Chloe, relax, everyone here knows. You two are not subtle." 


"Everyone?!" Chloe yelped. 


"All of us, bird brain." 


"Relax," Kaitlyn insisted. "We could start making out right now and 
no one here would give a fuck. Pardon my language." 


Chloe began to calm down before Ashley decided to add, "Well, 
some of them would start cheering... ow!" Megan and Kaitlyn had 
bopped her on the head almost simultaneously. 


"That's too far, Ash," Kaitlyn said, her non-bopping arm around 
Chloe's shoulders. 


For once, Ashley seemed contrite. "Sorry." 


"Chloe wanted me to go as Homura," Megan said, "but Natalie didn't 
have a preference, so | got to choose." 


"Yeah..." Chloe let out a long, expressive sigh. "She wasn't really 
excited about it to begin with." 


"Aw, It's not like that-" 


"No, | mean-" Chloe stopped, then shrugged. "Okay, yeah, it's not 
like she was looking for an excuse not to come or anything, but | 
think I'm pro'ly more upset about not having the full line-up than she 
is about not getting to come, which is kinda selfish." 


"Hey now," Ashley said, "none of that! Natalie would want you to 
have a good time whether or not she got to come, so relax and have 
fun, okay?" 

"Now you're getting in character?" Kaitlyn snarked. 

"| was already kind-hearted and caring!" 

"Liar!" 

"You know, | honestly thought you'd just borrowed Darkness's 


armor," Homura whispered as the girls became distracted by a bit of 
light-hearted teasing. 


"| did," | admitted, "but only for reference. Half the fun of cosplaying 
is making the costume. Besides, it would be weird if people noticed | 
had a custom-fit steel breastplate." 


"True. It's easier for stuff like this." She rubbed the brim of her witch's 
hat between two fingers. 


"You mean making ‘real’ clothing?" 
"No, | mean just borrowing stuff." 
"What, you just had one of Megumin's hats lying around?" 


"She gave one to Darkness as a parting gift, and she let me borrow 
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"Oh. Neat." 
"Helped me color-match the rest of the outfit, as well." 


A loud cough from Chloe got our attention and quieted the group 
down. "Anyway," she said, "we should head over to the backdrops so 
we can get a group photo. You two should come, maybe get your 
picture taken, too!" 


"Backdrops?" | asked. 

"Yeah, they've got a bunch of really nice, anime-art backdrops set up 
for cosplayers to take pictures in front of. It's really cool. Sometimes 
people will invite you to take a picture if you've got matching 
costumes-or just if your costume is unusually good." 

| looked at Homura, who shrugged in indifference. 


"We'll hang out while you wait your turn, at least," | said. 


"Great!" Chloe cheered. "Oh, and keep an eye out for anyone 
cosplaying Homura!" 


| snuck a glance at Homura herself, who appeared as unruffled as 
ever. 


"| wanna find someone to be our fifth even though Natalie's not 
here," Chloe continued, ignorant of my thoughts. "This way!" She 
linked arms with Kaitlyn and led us off across the courtyard. 


The photo booths were the place for cosplayers to congregate, likely 
because-as Chloe had said-even once you'd taken a photo with your 
group, there was a chance someone else would want a picture with 
you if your costume was good enough. Homura and | were invited in 
twice while the girls dithered over which backdrop they wanted-once 
with a couple Chloe identified for me as 'Kirito' and 'Asuna’', and then 
by a pair who were dressed as Megumin and Kazuma. 


"Aw maaan, your costume is really nice," the Megumin cosplayer 
whined at Homura as we reviewed the pictures. "| look so lame next 
to you." 


"I'm dressed as Kazuma," the guy countered. 


"And you look fine! / look like I'm wearing a Halloween costume next 
to the actual actress-" The rest of her complaints were lost as the 
crowd closed behind them. 


"Ahhh," Chloe sighed. "Cosplay envy. You hate to see it." 


"You know, this is a lot nicer than | was expecting," Kaitlyn said. "I 
kinda figured it would be nothing but sweaty, overweight guys with 
no hygiene." 


"A lot of normal people like anime." 
"Yeah, | know, I'm judgmental." 


"This is all right," Ashley allowed. "| had more fun making the 
costume, though." 


"Think we can get tickets to next year's?" Kaitlyn asked Chloe. 


"No." Chloe sighed. "| mean, we could probably get tickets, but my 
parents would never let me go all the way to Apoapolis without a 
chaperon." 


"Even with a college student?" 


"Even as a college student. Mom's kinda ‘fiercely protective’ after 
the... thing." 


| didn't Know what she was talking about and wasn't sure | should 
ask. 


Kaitlyn looked at me and raised an eyebrow. "We might be able to 
find a chaperon...." 


"I'm not actually related to her," | said, flicking my eyes at Chloe. 
"You know that, right?" 


"SO?" 


Chloe nudged her girlfriend. "So as far as my parents are concerned, 
she's just Some random stranger who runs a pastry shop." 


"Your mom knows her better than that," Kaitlyn said. "Remember?" 
"Oh, right." 


"And the bakery's been selling those fish-shaped things, right? She 
could get a booth-" 


"That's ki-i-ind of a big favor to ask," Megan interrupted, staring hard 
at the pair with her hands on her hips. "/f Cassandra was going 
anyway, then maybe-maybe-it might be all right to feel her out about 
maybe asking if she'd take you, but you can't just recruit Someone to 
babysit you for a weekend in another city entirely." 


The pair looked down at their feet, suitably chastised, and | gave 
Megan a brief smile for her intervention. 


"Hey, look," Ashley said, "it's the other Darkness cosplayer we saw 
earlier!" 


| followed her pointing finger, half-expecting to see Darkness 
cosplaying herself, and was relieved to see it was just another 
normal cosplayer... who was currently talking to Darkness. And 
Darkness was wearing... 


Oh, for the love of god. Of all the ways she could have shown up, 
Darkness had decided to cosplay as me-or more accurately, the 
character I'd seen on the DVD case Max had handed me lifetimes 
ago. Joy. 


"| guess this is a 'what comes around, goes around' thing, isn't it?" | 
murmured to Homura. 


"Fair is fair," she murmured back. "That must be Maeve with her." 


"That's what | assumed, given how little she's wearing.” Probably- 
Maeve was-as was her wont-wearing a sheer gown over lacy 
lingerie, gloves that ran up nearly to her shoulder, and nothing else. | 
couldn't see through the crowd too well, but I'd bet she was barefoot. 


"Where?" Chloe asked Ashley, not quite able to get her eyes above 
the press of people. A shift in the crowd let her follow Ashley's 
pointing, but not to Darkness (or her cosplayer). 


"Oh my word!" she squealed, clapping a hand over her face ina 
failed attempt to hide her blush. 


"What?" Kaitlyn asked, looking in the slightly wrong direction to see 
what the others were talking about. 


"Someone is rocking a Redcurrant outfit and | do not understand 
how they let her in here dressed like that oh my god." Chloe's voice 


went slightly squeaky at the end of her rambling. 

"Where-oh, wow. That is some serious confidence right there." 
"That isn't decent," Ashley agreed. 

"It's less revealing than some beachwear," Kaitlyn said. 
"Beachwear and underwear are very different things!" 

"Why is that?-No, hold on, Ash, | agree. | just don't know why." 
"Because it is!" 

"Because it's not just about how much skin something shows,” | 
explained, "it's also about whether or not you're 'supposed' to see 
the clothes, and how likely it seems you might see more. That's why 
a woman in a bath towel is more titillating than a woman in a bikini." 


The four girls looked at me like I'd grown a second head. 


"Huh," Megan said. "I never thought about it like that. Why are we 
having this conversation?" 


"Her," | replied, nodding my head towards Maeve and her 'costume’. 
It was just my luck that Darkness caught my eye as | did; she quickly 
extricated herself from that conversation and began pushing through 
the crowd, Maeve gliding along in her wake. "Oh, she's coming this 
way." 


Chloe mumbled something that sounded like 'oh, no,' which matched 
my thoughts exactly. 


"Say hi for me," | told Homura. "I'm going to be anywhere else." 
"You're not getting away that easily." 


"I'm just going to step away for... Homura, let go of me." 


"No." 
“Let go!" 


"Hello!" Darkness yelled, having made her way through the throng of 
people. "Hey, 'Darkness'!" 


"Hello, ‘Cassandra’, | replied. 
"Nice costume!" 


"Uh, you too?" | wasn't fond of the choice, but it was well done. 
"That's not really an 'anime' cosplay, though, is it?" 


Darkness sent a pointed look at where three Ruby Rose cosplayers 
were comparing scythes. 


"Point taken." 


"Besides, fair is fair." She smiled and threw an arm around my 
shoulders. "Did you have fun making the armor?" 


| smiled. "Yeah, it was a fun project." The sound of a camera shutter 
brought my attention back to Homura, who'd taken the opportunity to 
grab a candid photo. "Hey." 

"Hey," she deadpanned. 


"Nice," Darkness said as she pulled away. "Send me a copy of that, 
would you?" 


"Of course." 
"Did you plan that?" | asked Homura. 
"No." 


| gave her a skeptical look. 


"It may have been her intent to set up an opportunity, but it was not 
‘planned’. | did not Know she would be attending." 


"Fair enough.” 

Meanwhile, Darkness had begun mingling with kids. "You got the 
beauty spot wrong,” Megan was saying. "You put it under your left 
eye. Doctor Rolins has it under her right eye." 


Darkness's eyes flicked to my face for a moment as she confirmed 
her mistake. "Oh, darn! | went and mirrored it." 


"Easy mistake to make." 
"Since when do you watch anime, lit queen?" Ashley asked. 


"It's made in America," Megan protested. "And it's my sister who 
likes the show." 


"Sure. Your ‘sister’." 
"Shut up!" 


Kaitlyn sidled over to me and asked, "You two know each other?" 
with a nod in Darkness's direction. 


"Yeah," | admitted, then found a way to change the topic. "Uh, | think 
you might need to reset your girlfriend." 


"Hmm?" She glanced at Chloe-who had been staring at Maeve's 
chest this entire time, hands still clapped over her mouth-and let out 
an exasperated sigh. "Oh, dear. Chloe, for god's sake, stop staring. 
You're embarrassing yourself." 


"We should be going, regardless," Maeve said. "| hope you enjoy the 
weather." She linked arms with Darkness and steered her away from 
our group. 


"What the heck character was that, anyway?" Ashley asked. She 
didn't get an answer because Chloe.exe was still not responding. 


"Hey!" Kaitlyn waved her hand in front of Chloe's face, then poked 
her on the forehead. "Snap out of it, you useless pervert!" 


"R-right," Chloe stuttered. "We should, uh, pick a pose, | guess. 
Cassandra, would you mind-" 


"Not a problem," | said, reaching out to accept her tote bag. | soon 
had five of the things in my arms as the girls lined up at the edge of 
their chosen photo stage to wait their turn. 


"Say," | asked Homura, "did you see any Homura cosplayers in the 
crowd?" 


"No," she said, her voice making it clear that was good news. 

My smile turned mischievous. 

"Cass, no," Homura said. 

"Cass, yes," | said. 

She hesitated, looking at where the group were waiting their turn. 
"You don't have to if you don't want to." | shuffled the tote bags 
around enough that | could give her a pat on the arm. "Don't sweat 
it." 

"It really would make their day, wouldn't it?" Homura asked. 

"You know, if you're okay with it, | could use that disguise spell-" 


"No." 


"Yeah, | figured." 


"No, | mean, you don't have to." Her smile was as subtle as ever, but 
there was real mirth behind it. "I'll do it." 


She added her tote to the pile and ducked behind one of the stages, 
emerging again fully transformed as her teenage self. "Excuse me," 
she said to Chloe. "Could | join your group?" 


Chloe's yell of "Yes!" was loud enough that people stopped and 
glanced at her before returning to their business. "Oh my god, that is 
the best costume | have ever seen. Uh, we were just going to take a 
selfie..." She trailed off and glanced at me, as though considering 
whether to ask me to take the picture despite my armful of totes. 


"Not a problem." Homura pulled a full-size photographer's tripod out 
of her shield and attached her phone. "Ten second delay between 
five photos?" 


The others nodded eagerly, so she started the timer and hurried 
back to join the group. The phone made a loud shutter sound, then 
again ten seconds later, and again and again until it had taken all 
five photos. | almost burst out laughing when Kaitlyn talked Chloe 
into a kiss for the final shot-or maybe it had been Chloe's idea in the 
first place, who could say? Either way, they managed to restrain 
themselves from turning it into a full make-out session... barely. 


Yes, several people in the crowd cheered. 


Homura retrieved her phone, texted the pictures to the group, and 
stuffed the tripod back into her shield before deliberately losing 
herself in the crowd and returning to her ‘local’ form. Ashley, Kaitlyn, 
and Chloe were too busy admiring the pictures to notice something 
was wrong, but | could see the exact moment Megan realized that 
Homura had stored the entire tripod in her shield. 


It was probably some perk or another that had her notice something 
was odd only after Homura was out of view. 


"You enjoyed that," | told Homura as she retrieved her tote. 


"You're clearly a bad influence on me." 

"lam an excellent influence." | paused as Megan began jumping up 
and down to see over the crowd, for what little good it would do. 
"The trick with the shield might have been a little mean." 

"You did say she wanted something magical to happen." 

"... yeah, | guess she did." 
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None of the others appeared to have noticed anything odd about 
their temporary ‘guest star’, or had dismissed it as clearly impossible. 


"Megan?" Ashley asked as the girls sorted out whose tote was 
whose. "Are you okay?" 


Megan's head remained on a swivel, searching desperately for the 
mysterious cosplayer who had graced their group. "Yeah, | just... did 
you notice anything weird about her?" 

"Who?" 


“"Homura-! mean, the cosplayer." 


"Nope." Ashley looked at Chloe, who shrugged, then Kaitlyn, who did 
the same. 


"Weird how?" Homura asked. 

"Like... nevermind." Megan didn't pay any attention at all as Kaitlyn 
passed her her tote. "Did anyone see where she went? Cassandra, 
were you watching?" 


"| was watching you guys," | half-lied. 


"Oh." She took a deep, cleansing breath. "It was probably nothing." 


"Screenings?" Kaitlyn prompted. 


"Ah, right-" Chloe scrambled to pull her phone out of the tote. "Good, 
we've got about fifteen minutes before the next set starts. Want to 
come?" 


Homura and | exchanged a glance. 
"| think I'd rather explore the convention a little more," | said. 
"Oh, that's cool too. Have fun!" 


"Have fun!" Homura and | called back. We waved for the ten 
seconds or so it took for the group to be lost to view in the crowd 
surrounding the photo area, and then it was our turn to find 
something to do. A quick search of my tote retrieved the map of the 
convention floors. 


"Anything in particular you want to do?" | asked. 
"This whole thing was your idea," Homura said. 


"And since you've been very accommodating, I'm giving you a 
chance to lead." 


"Very kind of you. Well, if you insist, | think you should take a few 
more pictures." She pointed to a woman standing in front of the ‘City’ 
background, and | immediately saw why. 


"Sure," | said. "It's only fair." 


“Only fair'?" Homura repeated, a mischievous glint in her eye. "No, 
‘only fair’ would require a makeover." 


"I'm not going to run home... oh, of course, | have the clothes-morph 
spell." 


"So do |." 


"You want to do the honors, then?" 
My reaction surprised her. "Are you sure?" 
"Fair is fair." 


We stepped around the corner of one building, out of view of the 
crowd. Seconds later, | was wearing an entirely different costume. 


"Where did the glasses come from?" | asked, pushing the empty 
frames up my nose by the bridge in a gesture | hadn't realized I'd 
missed making. 


"Your makeup." 
"You can do that?" 
"You didn't know that?" Homura asked. "It's your spell." 


"Last | checked, it can only turn clothes and accessories into other 
clothes and accessories." 


"You 'wear' makeup. Now go on." She took my tote and gave mea 
light shove out towards my target. 


| immediately felt ridiculous. Why did this feel weirder than dressing 
up as Darkness? Oh, right, because | was still doing my best to 
ignore absolutely everything about my hypothetical future. 


Fuck it, this wasn't even close to the most ridiculous thing I'd ever 
worn. | pushed my discomfort aside and called, "Doctor Rolins, 
right?" 


"Yup!" the woman said as she turned to face me. She was younger 
than | was, probably still in college, but the hair, glasses, lab coat, 
and sports bra were almost exactly the same as what Homura had 
hexed my costume into-and this one had gotten the beauty mark 
right. "Oh, hello, Doctor Rolins!" 


"Picture?" 

"Sure-wait, hold on. Doctor Rolins!" 

Ah, Darkness was still around, too. 

Homura did the actual photography, and my doppelgangers and | 
parted ways after a quick distribution of pictures to phones. | ducked 
behind the city backdrop, dismissed the magic, and reemerged from 
the other side in my original costume. 


"To be honest, | didn't think you'd go for it," Homura told me as she 
handed my tote bag back. 


"Fair is fair," | repeated. "You did your thing, | did mine. It wasn't that 
bad." 


"It isn't," she agreed. "All set?" 

"Did all my makeup go back to the right place?" 
"Everything looks right." 

"Cool. What's next?" 


Homura was already looking at the schedule on the back of her map. 
"| think I'd like to check out the panels." 


"Okay." | flipped my own map over and looked down the list. "Damn, 
looks like all the interesting ones were yesterday." 


"Not all of them. There's a panel about translating Japanese idioms, 
puns, and cultural references for western audiences that starts in just 
under an hour. Does that sound interesting?" 

It did. "Sounds awesome. Explore until then?" 


"Let's." 


=-=X=S=K=S=X--- 


Chapter 105: Masquerading 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 105: Masquerading 


"Did you enjoy the panel?" | asked as | leaned forward to inspect my 
makeup in the bathroom mirror. The panel on cultural translation had 
lasted more than two hours; personally, I'd found my interest waning 
towards the end. 


"That was less insightful than I'd hoped," Homura replied. She was 
standing at the edge of the row of sinks, waiting patiently for my 
reflection to pass muster. The panels were among the most 
scattered events because there were a limited number of 
appropriately sized rooms. This one had been at the very edge of the 
convention ‘space’, which was likely why the restroom was so quiet. 


"What were you expecting?" 


"Something that would be interesting to someone who was already 
fluent in both languages. | think most of the panelists were fan 
translators rather than professionals; some of their explanations 
were wrong." 


"Oh. That sucks." | stepped back, satisfied that my makeup was all 
still in place. 


"Did you enjoy it, at least?" 
"Yeah... well, it dragged on a little long, but mostly it was cool." 
"That's good." 


"Mhm." 


Homura was closer to the door, but she was watching me; | could 
have prompted her to move or gone past her, but | wasn't really ina 
rush to get back into the crowd myself. 


"| think that might be enough convention for me," | said. 
"You're done?" 
"If you want to stick around-" 


"I've been to these before," Homura said. "I don't need to stick 
around to see this one." She then preempted my question by 
continuing, "I did have fun, don't worry. It's still not worth staying 
unless we're both having fun." 


| chuckled softly. "I guess I'm a little predictable." 

"You're predictably considerate. You did have fun, correct?" 

"| did," | said. "This was nice and... well, not 'normal', exactly, but..." 
"Straightforward?" 


"Yeah, that's it. Nothing weird or supernatural going on, weather and 
costume hijinks aside." | stopped and took another look around the 
public restroom. It was pretty clean, by most standards; they'd 
probably scrubbed the whole place down in preparation for the 
convention, and few people had wandered far enough to end up 
using this one. "I was a little worried something weird would happen, 
since magic /s real and fan conventions can mask a lot of pretty 
strange things, but nothing... oh, crap, | just jinxed it, didn't 1?" 


Homura grimaced. "Possibly." 


"Great. Now | feel like | need to stick around just to be sure | didn't 
invite disaster." | grabbed my tote bag off the sink and checked the 
schedule. "Convention lasts another five hours." 


"Shifts?" 


"Not my first choice, but it's possible. What're you thinking?" 

She shrugged. "I take one six-hour shift, then go home." 

"You wouldn't ditch me if | suggested the opposite," | pointed out. 
"True." Homura picked up her own schedule and looked down the 
list, occasionally flipping it over to reference against the map. "We 
can kill time in the screenings. Looks like the most central one is 
showing... Evangelion?" 

"Bleh. Saw it, respected it, don't need to see it again." 


"Is it worse than being out on the crowded convention floor?" 


She covered a smile with her hand when | had to seriously think 
about the question. 


=-=XS=XS=X--- 


Six hours later, we headed home. We'd stuck around another hour 
past the convention's close just to be sure, but nothing spooky had 
shown its face-well, nothing spookier than us. 


"Nothing happened after all," Homura said. 


"Yeah. Still, better to be there and not needed than needed and not 
there." 


"In hindsight, we didn't need to stay. Maeve stayed until the end, and 
anything that starts trouble during one of her ‘field trips' regrets it." 


| shivered at the memory-now more than thirty years old, yet still 
fresher than I'd have liked-of Maeve squashing an Endbringer like a 
bug. 


"Yeah," | muttered. "I bet it does." 


=22XS=XK == X === 


School started on a Wednesday. 
"Cassandra!" Megan yelled, shoving her phone in my face. "Look!" 


| took the device and looked at the image she'd called up-one of the 
five photos they'd taken with Homura at the convention nearly two 
months ago. 


"Nice costumes," | said. "| was there, you know." 
"Yeah, but one of the costumes is way better than the others, right?" 


It wasn't hard to see what she meant; while the four girls had clearly 
put a lot of effort into their costumes, they were just that: costumes. 
Homura-as the Megumin cosplayer had complained-looked like 
she'd stepped right out of the show. 


In this case, she more or less had. 


"Yes," | told Megan with feigned exasperation, "Your Mami costume 
was very nice." 


"No!" she said, stamping her foot. "I'm not fishing for compliments! | 
meant her!" She grabbed her phone back to better point a finger at 
Homura's face. "Her!" 


"Homura?" | asked. "Who /s that, anyway?" 


"| don't know!" Megan was practically vibrating at this point. "But! 
But! | went through all the pictures people posted online and found 
this!" She turned the phone back towards herself for a moment, 
flicking through the album until she found what she was looking for. It 
was a picture of the other Darkness cosplayer-the one I'd seen 
talking to Darkness herself-with the Megumin/Kazuma pair Homura 
and | had posed with. 


Megan gave me a quick look at the whole picture, then took the 
phone back and zoomed in on a spot in the background-the four girls 
standing in front of their backdrop while a slightly out-of-focus 


Homura pulled the tripod out of her shield. "See that tripod? She's 
pulling it out of her shield!" 


| took the phone back for a closer look, but Kept my mouth shut. 


"Ashley says it's just hidden by her body-that she's carrying it under 
one arm." It was a reasonable explanation-half-hidden by the crowd 
and out of focus, one might assume the rest of the tripod simply 
wasn't visible-but Megan was too eager to find magic to dismiss the 
impossible. "But she wasn't! She wasn't holding anything when she 
walked up! I'm not the only one who saw it-there's a whole thread on 
the OtakCon forums about it. A lot of people are trying to figure out 
what sort of sleight-of-hand trick she used to pull it off." 


That was a little worrying, actually. "How many is a lot?" 
"Okay, it's not that many, but it's not just me!" 
| passed the phone back. "What do you think?" 


Megan locked her phone and slipped it into her bag, worrying her 
bottom lip with her teeth as she thought. 


"| know it was just a cool trick," she said at last. "| Know that, but | still 
want to believe it was magic anyway, like the UFOs or the superhero 
thing or Young Wizards and Harry Potter and fiction like that. There's 
nothing wrong with believing six impossible things before breakfast 
as long as you don't lose track of what's real and what's not, right?" 
Megan forced a smile onto her face, but it was a sad smile, tinged 
with longing. "I just... | like pretending, you know? The world's better 
when you believe in magic, even if you know better." 


She flushed pink at that admission, and hurried off to join Chloe, 
Ashley, and Nick for their first lunch of their senior year-leaving me 
wondering why the hell | was hiding. 


"How can you keep lying to her?" a shoulder sprite-in the form of 
Lina-whined at me as she fluttered in front of my face. "You know 


exactly how she feels! You were right in her place at her age!" 


"Logically, there's nothing wrong with telling her about magic," the 
Opposing-viewpoint shoulder sprite said. This one looked like 
Lieutenant Rhodes, uniform and all, and was standing at parade rest 
in midair. "Max said you were free to share the truth with people as 
you saw fit." 


Looked like | had Emotion and Logic as my shoulder sprites today. 
Except... "Wait, aren't you supposed to disagree?" 


"You really want to do this," Emotion said. 


“There are no pressing reasons to withhold knowledge of magic from 
her," Logic agreed. 


"The only reason you haven't done it already is because hiding is 
safe," Emotion added. "You keep getting burned really badly when 
you come out, so of course you're scared!" 


| raised an eyebrow at her phrasing, which the sprite didn't 
acknowledge. 


"While that is true," Logic continued, "there was more to our most 
recent incident than the 'coming out' itself. Your reveal at the end of 
the last Jump went perfectly well, and the major problem with your 
most recent attempt was that the person didn't want magic to be real 
rather than the secret itself." 


"But Megan will be so happy to finally have something magical in her 
life!" Emotion gushed. "She must be miserable at home if she's 
looking for escapism everywhere else." 

The two sprites nodded at each other, then looked at me expectantly. 


"So that's it?" | asked. "Should | just call her back to the counter and 
tell her?" 


"Yes!" Emotion cheered. 


"No," Logic said, sending a stern look at her counterpart. 
"Spontaneity was half the problem with your last attempt. Sit down 
and make a plan." 

"AWW." 
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Once I'd finished closing up the shop for the day, | headed into the 
living room, grabbed the landline phone, and dialed. 


"Y'ello?" 

"Max?" 

"Cass!" | heard a bit of shuffling papers-the image in my mind was of 
her pushing them aside so she could kick her feet up on her desk- 


before she spoke again. "How're you doing? Need help?" 


"Only a little." | flopped down on the couch, letting my feet dangle 
over the armrest. "To be specific, | need a question answered." 


"Shoot." 
"How the hell does the masquerade work?" 


She chuckled. "You're going to need to be a little more specific than 
that." 


"Right. Uh, let's say there's someone | want to help Awaken." 
"Okay." 
| waited for her to continue. She didn't. 


"| want to help someone Awaken," | repeated. "Is there anything | 
need to do?" 


"Didn't Zero offer to help?" 


"No, | mean, | want to take her up on her offer. Is there anything | 
need to do with you to make things, uh, 'above-board'?" 


Max laughed. "We wish! We can't possibly regulate or track who 
knows magic. I'll admit we try, but that's mostly because Moperville is 
a bit of a hotspot, supernaturally speaking." 


"So I've heard.” 


"Generally, we're here for the big cover-ups-if a Uryuom ship breaks 
down in the middle of a public park, for example-and for solving 
problems like breaking curses or rescuing people who've stumbled 
through portals into neighboring realities. For the most part, the 
supernatural hums along in the background just fine without us. 
Wizards keep to themselves, pass knowledge and traditions down 
family lines, that sort of thing. People without a pedigree or mentor 
rarely Awaken, and those that do are usually smart enough to keep 
their heads down. 


"Now, if there's any sort of formal supernatural society in your local 
area, it'd be polite to inform them before you do anything, but those 
are rare even in larger cities. It's not easy to detect whether 
someone has Awakened without making a scene, so there are a lot 
of people walking around in mutual ignorance. If they haven't 
approached in the last four years, they don't have any right to 
complain-provided you're not hurting anyone, of course." 


"Of course." 

"Not that you would." 

"Yeah." 

"Good," she said. "Oh, uh, | should probably ask why you're helping 
someone Awaken. | know Zero made a joke about giving you an 


‘apprentice’, but they're not going to be able to learn from you like 
you learned from Jenn or Deis." 


"| know." | wasn't doing this for my sake. "I'm still going to do it." 
"Good." 

"Good?" 

"I'd have questioned your motives if that changed your mind." 

| huffed. "I'm still going to mentor her even if | can't teach her. I'm 
taking responsibility for drawing her into this world, and | don't take 


that kind of thing lightly." 


"That's exactly why | trust you to make the call whether to 'draw her 
in' or not. When you do something, you don't do it halfway." 


That didn't exactly give me a warm, fuzzy feeling-and not just 
because it felt like a criticism as well as a complement. "Is that a ‘I 
learned this from meeting you' or a'l learned this from watching you' 
thing?" | asked, relying on the politeness perk to keep my tone 
carefree. 


"Even if | hadn't seen the show, your last few Jumps would have 
proven it." 


"Both, then." 

| massaged my forehead with the hand not holding the phone. 

"You okay, Cass?" Max asked, voice soft and soothing. 

"Sorry, yeah. | just... the way you said 'When you do something’ 
made me feel like you were comparing it to the majority of the time | 
spend not doing 'something’." 


"You know that's not what | meant, right?" 


"Yeah, | know. | guess | still feel a little inadequate next to the rest of 
your crew when it comes to 'responsibility’." | let out a dry chuckle. "I 


am working on that, though-that's one of the reasons | decided to be 
a Noble last Jump." 


"That sounds like you're working on the 'responsibility’." 
"AS opposed to?" 


"The feelings of inadequacy," she said. "You're better than you give 
yourself credit for, you know?" 


"| know, but I'd rather improve my capabilities than spend the same 
amount of effort feeling better about how | am now." 


"You should be doing both. How did the Noble thing work out for you, 
anyway?" 


"Being royalty is overrated," | complained. "When little girls dream of 
being Princesses, they never stop to think about how much 
paperwork it takes to run a kingdom." 


== XS=X==Xe-- 


Once Homura finished planning the baking she'd be doing that night- 
next morning, technically-| sat up and beckoned her to join me on 
the couch so | could explain my ‘ambition’. (‘Plan' implied that | had 
any idea how to go about it, while 'decision' made it seem like | 
wouldn't be willing to reconsider if there was a pressing reason not to 
go forward.) 


That done, | kicked my feet up on the coffee table and let her think it 
over. 


"You think Megan's responsible enough for magic?" she asked. 


"| think so-and if not, | think she can become responsible enough. | 
may not be the best judge of character, but I'm pretty sure she's 
good people. You've met her; does she really strike you as the type 
to abuse her power?" 


"I'm more concerned that she's young and impulsive than | am about 
her moral character." 


"That's a little unfair, isn't it?" | asked. "She's not a child." 


"Teenagers aren't known for their sound judgment. What if she 
doesn't keep the secret?" 


"| trust her more than that," | said, "and even if she doesn't, what 
does it change? It's probably happened before. Either they aren't 
believed, or... | don't know. It apparently isn't a problem." 


"You should ask." 


"| did... well, not that exact question, but | asked Max if there were 
any problems with revealing magic to someone and he basically 
said, 'No, go ahead." 


"No government forms to fill out?" 

"Nope. He said they couldn't possibly try to regulate who knows 
about magic, so they only worry about the big picture-making sure 
that no matter how many individuals know about it, the public 
doesn't." 

"But you're sure you want to bring her in." 


"| am. What she said-" 


"Reminded you of yourself," Homura finished for me, putting her 
hand on mine. 


"Yeah." | adjusted my hand until we were holding each other's hands 
so | could give hers a squeeze in return. 


"| understand, and | agree. Magic in this world is so freely given, it 
would be a shame not to share it-responsibly, of course." 


"Of course." 


Homura nodded. "How would you do it?" 
"Zero did offer to help me get an apprentice-" 
"No, | mean, how would you break the news to her?" 


"I'm still working on that," | admitted. "Finding an excuse to talk to 
her after school, reaching out over the internet..." 


"Having Zero surprise her in the middle of the night..." 
| couldn't hold back a giggle. "Oh, that would be mean." 


"Appearing as a fox and using your illusions to lure her away from 
the school..." 


"I'm not a kitsune, and I'm pretty sure posing as one is some sort of 
cultural faux pas." 


"| don't think you need to worry about that." She paused, then asked, 
"Why did you choose ‘fox', anyway?" 


"So that | could /iterally give people ‘vulpine grins’," | replied, using 
my shape-shifting to do just that. 


"Scary," Homura deadpanned. She held the serious expression for a 
moment before allowing a small smile to blunt her next words. "I 
think it would be best if you don't let Megan know you can give 
anyone magic." 


My heart fell. 

"| mean, anyone as in ‘arbitrary people’," she clarified, squeezing my 
hand. "I'm not saying you should keep her locked out of the loop. | 
mean that you shouldn't reveal that anyone can get it." 


"Why?" 


"Because 'l know magic’ and 'l can give people magic’ are two very 
different secrets." 


"Why?" | repeated. "| want to let her jn on our secrets.” 
"Including who we are?" Homura asked. 


I'd already thought long and hard about the question, but | still 
hesitated to say it. "Yes, actually," | said softly. "| mean, | want to, not 
that I'll do it. Even if | left you out of it, telling her my identity would 
hint at yours." 


"If you're okay with telling her about yourself, I'm okay with you 
telling her about me." 


"You're sure?" 


"I'm sure. It's not a dangerous secret, it's that she'll probably never 
look at us the same way again. It will be worse for you than it is for 
me: she'll make assumptions about you based on things you never 
experienced. Are you prepared to deal with that?" 


"|... don't know. I-damn it. No, if I'm honest, | don't want to deal with 
that." | swallowed, then continued, "It's just... every time | think about 
our ‘advantages’, our cheats... the thing that bugs me is how we hide 
them. We're not honest about who we are or what we can do. You 
know, | suggested this ‘life’ because | didn't like what I'd been doing 
before. | thought | needed something normal, but what | actually 
needed was something honest-something that minimized the 
number of secrets | need to keep. That's what I've been missing: 
honesty." 


"| understand." Homura reached out and took me by the shoulders, 
turning me so she could look me dead in the eye. "| understand," she 
told me. "| know how hard it is to Keep secrets, and the wedge it 
drives between you and the people you can't be honest with, and | 
understand why you wanted this." Her hand left my shoulder to wave 
at the apartment: the TV stand with its drawers slightly askew, the 


pictures and shelves on the walls, the plant Max had brought that 
first week, the fridge with a dozen different notes and photos on it, 
the kitchen table that was never quite free of stuff even when we 
were using it for its intended purpose. "In a way, this is honest. We're 
living like the people we claim to be. It's not everything, but it's true 
to that, at least." 


"Yeah. This has been a lot better, but..." | shook my head, then 
asked, "Why do we have to keep so many secrets?" 


"Why aren't we honest about what we can do?" Homura asked. 


My first instinct was to make a jab about Socratic Dialogue and 
wasting time, but | decided to go along and try to work out... her 
answer, at least. She'd rephrased the question to focus specifically 
on our abilities-no, our capabilities. 


"Because of what we can do," | said. "If people Know what we can 
do, they'll either be terrified of us doing it, or they'll want us to do it." 


| Knew I'd gotten it right from her smile. 

"Exactly," Homura said. "If Megan knows you know magic, then she 
has someone she can come to with questions. But if she knows you 
can help anyone gain magic..." 


"... she'll want me to keep doing it, and she may not like the answer 
as to why we don't." 


"Exactly. The accessibility of magic has always been the real secret- 
and that is a dangerous one." 


"Then why hasn't she found it yet?" | asked. 
"Are you sure she hasn't?" 


| stopped for a moment and stared off into space while my mouth 
opened and closed uselessly. "It's not easy to detect whether people 
have Awakened without making a scene, so there are a lot of people 


walking around in mutual ignorance,” | quoted. "God, that would just 
figure, wouldn't it?" 


"It would make it even more important that you don't let on how 
easily you could 'give' magic powers away." 


"Would Zero be able to tell if she was Awakened?" 


"| believe so, though you'd have to ask her-but from what you've told 
me, | don't think she is." 


"Yeah," | agreed. "| don't think she'd play her cards that close to the 
chest if she had actual magic to hand." 


"You said she could keep a secret." 


"Yeah, but... it's not like the crew in Moperville are exactly subtle, are 
they?" 


"Moperville's an odd place," Homura said, "and | mean that literally." 
"Max called it a ‘supernatural hotspot'." 

She nodded. "Yes, precisely. It has a much higher level of ambient 
mana than is normal, so weird things happen there more often than 
they 'should’." 

"And are less remarked on because of it?" 


"Yes." 


| pulled a face. "Well, even so, | don't think she'd be so vocal about 
her desire for magic if she already had it." 


"Then let's assume she isn't and get back to the original problem." 
"Okay." | took a deep breath. "| want to show her that she doesn't 


have to pretend magic is real because | wanted someone to show 
that to me, so, so badly..." 


"| know." Homura put her arm around my shoulders. "I know, and I'm 
with you. We're trying to figure out how." 


"Right." Zero could probably perform the actual Awakening 'process', 
but | wasn't sure | wanted to introduce an impressionable teenager 
to her brand of ‘assistance’. Not that | disliked Zero-far from it-but 
she didn't strike me as a particularly good influence. | mean, she 
seemed to consider herself a good influence on me... or at least, she 
was trying to be an influence on me. 


! don't actually get a lot of physical contact, do I? | thought as | 
squirmed around a bit until | could return Homura's half-hug. She'd 
been initiating enough of it this jump that Zero might well swap our 
rankings on the ‘touching thing’. 


Homura poked me with her free hand. "You're spacing out, Cass." 
"I'm thinking." 
"About the problem?" 


"Well... no..." | had been, but then that thought had led to Zero, 
which had led to her comments on my touching-people habits, which 
had led- 


She poked me again. 


"You really think | should go with the 'have Zero surprise her in the 
middle of the night’ thing?" | asked. 


"No." Her tone made it clear how ridiculous even considering that 
option was. "We should not Awaken her without her informed 
consent and | don't trust Zero to explain things well enough on her 
own. | do think you should obfuscate the Awakening process to the 
point that she is not aware how easy or available it is." 


"You're probably right," | admitted. "Actually... I'm not sure | should 
even be involved." 


"Why is that?" 


"Because it's not about me. I'm not doing this because | want her to 

be grateful to me, or owe me... I'm doing it because it's what | would 
want someone to do for me, if | were in her place. She doesn't need 
to know | was involved at all." 


Homura gave me a long, searching look. 


"| think that's one of the smartest things you've ever said," she told 
me. 


"Thanks...?" 
"It does make the problem harder, though." 
"Yeah." That is the rub, isn't it? "| mean, Zero could do itt..." 


"If we were willing to trust her to do it responsibly without 
supervision," Homura finished. 


"Exactly." 
"You could still do it. You're a shape-shifter, after all." 


"So | disguise myself and approach her like that?" | asked. "Is that 
wise?" 


"No." 
"It was your idea!" 
"| expected you to recognize it as a bad one." 


"Hey, | was dubious about it!" | pulled back from her so | could cross 
my arms and pout at her smirk. | didn't think I'd ever seen Homura 
smug before we'd gone on this Jump, and now it felt like a regular 
thing. Well, at least she was having fun...? 


"It wouldn't help anyway," | said once | was done making faces at 
her. "I'm not sure | should be the one to do this at all, disguised or 
not." 


"There are several good reasons why you should be," Homura said. 
"First, if you are going to be the one to decide this, you should be the 
one to do it." 


"| see what you mean-it'd be wrong for me to decide someone 
should help her Awaken and then go, 'So you do it.' | can ask for 
help to do what | can't do myself, but | should still be the... uh..." 


"The actor?" she suggested. 
"Yeah, that works. What're the other reasons?" 


"Maybe you should get to feel a little good about what you're doing. 
You shouldn't be ashamed to feel good about helping someone, 
even if feeling good was one of the reasons you wanted to do it." 


"But..." | didn't actually have an objection, and she knew it. 
"We can talk about this more later," she said. "Let's move on." 


"Okay." Let's see. "Whether she recognizes me or not, I'd still want to 
‘obfuscate the process'-be vague on what makes it possible for her 
to Awaken. Imply that it's unique to her-or at least, rare enough that 
none of her friends can." 


"But what if they do?" 


"You mean, if they just... ah, you're right, | can't rule it out. Ugh, be 
right back." | got up and grabbed a notepad and pencil from the 
small desk next to the fridge before returning to my seat. "| need a 
story that can stand up to Megan's doubtlessly incessant 
questioning, and allow me to credibly claim ignorance if the situation 
changes beyond my control, while maintaining a distinct appearance 
and personality that | can re-adopt if it becomes necessary.” | 


scribbled those points down, leaving plenty of space between them 
for further notes, then began tapping the pencil against the pad in 
agitation. "This plan is getting too complicated already. | just said that 
honesty was what was missing in my life, and 'secret identity’ hijinks 
isn't that. It's the opposite of that." 


Homura gave me a knowing smile. "Then you'll have to deal with her 
being grateful to Cassandra Kyogen, because all of those reasons 
apply whether you're disguised or not." 


"Fine. | still need to figure out a way to approach her and tell her 
what? She's close to Awakening, and | can either speed it up or 
prevent it? That's more or less how it actually works, right?" 


"Yes. The only part of that that isn't true is... actually, she might be 
close to Awakening after all. Magic likes to be dramatic." 


| hit myself in the face with the notepad in lieu of putting it down and 
facepalming properly. "Oh, that'd be perfect. We do all this planning 
and then Megan Awakens on her own." 


"If she did, it would save us a lot of trouble." 


"Which would be /ess dramatic,” | noted. "Okay. Regardless of 
everything else, the closer we stick to the truth, the less chance we 
run into an inconsistency later. Throw out all of this"-I tore the page 
off the notepad and waved it about as | spoke-"and only lie by 
omission when we have to. We find out if Megan can Awaken-I'd be 
surprised if the answer was ‘no’, but we'd better check-and then, if 
she can, | just... tell her so and offer to help?" 


"It's a plan." 


"You knew the optimal plan was going to be ‘frank honesty with a few 
omissions’ the moment | started the conversation, didn't you?" 


She didn't deny it. 


"Freakin' Socratic Dialogue." | wadded up the loose page and began 
tossing it back and forth between my hands. "What if she can't 
Awaken yet?" 


"Then you have Zero ambush her in the middle of the night and offer 
her a Magic Mark in exchange for an unspecified future favor," 
Homura deadpanned, "and if she's willing to accept that deal, we 
don't help her Awaken until she's twenty-one." 


=+=XS=X==X--- 


Friday night-Saturday morning, technically-Zero confirmed that 
Megan had plenty of magic for an Awakening. She asked that she be 
allowed to talk to the girl before she did it; | agreed once I'd extracted 
a promise she wouldn't be lewd about it. 


"Honestly, Cass, she's what, seventeen?" Zero grumbled. "She's not 
some innocent little girl. At that age I'd give it even odds she's not a 
virgin.” 


"| don't care how innocent she is. You're going to behave yourself or 
I'm not going to trust you with anything like this again." 


"Okay, fine, I'll be chaste as snow. What's the plan?" 


| told her the parts I'd settled on, then made the mistake of telling her 
about the joke 'Blank Check Favor' plan, which meant | had to deal 
with her begging us to do that one while | worked out the finishing 
touches in my real plan. The upshot of said plan, and the parting 
instructions | gave Zero, was to be as honest as possible on 
everything but the few details of the local magic system that were 
simply better kept secret, like its availability (and abusability). If | 
came to regret that... well, at least | could tell myself | did the honest 
thing. 


Whether that was also the smart thing remained to be seen. 


| had Megan's phone number because she'd had me text her book 
recommendations ages ago. Hopefully using it now wasn't a violation 
of personal boundaries; she'd forgive me once | laid my cards on the 
table, but I'd rather not cross a line in the first place. 


| composed a simple message. 


Hey Megan, it's Cass. Could we meet at Rafferty Park tomorrow at 
noon? 


"Why?" Yeah, that wasn't going to work if | wasn't willing to explain 
magic over text, which was a perfectly horrible idea. | edited the 
message. 


Hey Megan, it's Cass. I'm going to be at Rafferty Park tomorrow at 
noon if you want to stop by and Say hi. 


That seemed more likely to work-except for the very real chance she 
simply wouldn't come. 


| hit send and got an answer within a minute. 


Megan Elwick 
Today at 2:26 pm 


Hey Megan, it's Cass. I'm going to be at Rafferty Park tomorrow at 
noon if you want to stop by and Say hi. 


Cool! 
See you ten 
Athen 


Well, that went smoothly... which only made me more convinced the 
rest of the plan wouldn't be so kind. 
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Chapter 106: In Life's Name and For Life's 
Sake 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 106: In Life's Name and For Life's Sake 


Rafferty Park was a children's park nestled away on the edge of 
town facing Casa Elwick. It had a nice green lawn for children to run 
around in; a small, old-fashioned wood-and-metal play-structure in a 
big sandy pit; a wading fountain that was probably a horrific bacterial 
culture; and huge trees around the perimeter to shade the benches 
set up for parents watching over the first three things on the list. 


The fountain and sand pit both offended the desire for cleanliness I'd 
picked up from handling food all day, so I'd chosen a spot ona 
bench near the lawn: not too far from the sidewalk, but not so close 
as to feel like | was sitting by the side of the road. The bench I'd 
chosen also had the benefit of putting me far away from the children 
currently climbing all over the playground. It wasn't that | disliked 
kids, but they were happy and loud and | was about to have a 
serious conversation. 


I'd arrived ten minutes before noon, so | had a bit of time to relax and 
soak in the scenery, including the children taking advantage of the 
fading summer weather to use the park for its intended purpose. 
Rafferty Park was pretty nice; if | was a more outdoorsy person, | 
might come here again, but | preferred to relax somewhere | had 
control of the thermostat. Sure, magic would let me dance naked in a 
blizzard and only feel self-conscious, but | was a creature of habit. 
Besides, space heaters and air conditioners weren't part of the 
Supernatural powers | was spending all decade pretending | didn't 
have. 


Except for now, | guess. 


| heard Megan crunching across the grass, but elected to continue 
watching the children until she drew close enough to greet me. 


"Hello, Cassandra," she called. 


"Hello, Megan," | replied, twisting around to smile at her. "Care to sit 
down?" 


"Sure." She sat down to my right and placed her purse on her lap. 
"Babysitting?" 


"No. Waiting for a friend, actually... and for you." 
"Me? Why?" 
"Well..." 


| would say | made a show of my hesitation, but the hesitation was 
real, and only slightly exaggerated. This was sort of a big moment. 


"| have some good news for you, | guess." My nerves had me 
looking out over the park rather than meeting her eyes. "That said... 
it's not Something you should spread everywhere, okay? I'm not 
telling you you can't tell anybody, but you do need to be careful. With 
me so far?" 


Megan snorted. "Did you call me out here to tell me that magic is 
real?" 


Oh, for god's sake, don't tell me | stressed over this for nothing. 
| couldn't stop the exasperated huff. "You already know?" 


"Wait, really?" 


Or not. 
"No way! Did you really... oh my god. Oh my god." 
“Megan-" 


"No, hold on!" Megan was literally vibrating in place. "If you're joking, 
you have to say so now, okay?! Because if this is a practical joke 
and you keep going, | am never going to forgive you for getting my 
hopes up-" 


| interrupted her by summoning one of my Star Wars-hologram- 
esque illusions in the shape of a small, cartoon-simplified butterfly 
and having it begin to circle her head. Having it come to a stop on 
her nose after its orbit might have been mean of me, since it meant 
Megan went completely cross-eyed. 


"You okay there?" | asked when she remained cross-eyed after I'd 
dismissed the illusion. 


"You... that... za?" she asked, then began making a sound not unlike 
a mistuned dog whistle. 


"Megan? Breathe. You need to breathe to ask questions, 
remember?" 


“Questions? Questions! Yes. | have... oh my god | have so many 
questions. How did you do that? Was that really magic? What is 
magic? Why is it secret? Can you teach me? Do you need my soul 
to teach me because it is for sale-" 


"Megan!" | snapped, causing her to nearly fall off the bench in fright. 
"Do. Not. Joke. About. That! Ever! For fu-u-udge's sake, the first 
thing you should ask when told that souls are a real thing is not 'How 
much will you give me for it?'!" 


"Souls are... nO, magic is real, stupid question. Sorry. | won't joke 
about that ever again, | swear." Megan paused, then opened her 


purse and drew out a brown paper bag... which she then screamed 
into at the top of her lungs. 


It muffled the sound admirably. 


"That's how | stay sane at home," she said by way of explanation as 
she returned the bag to her purse. "Uh... yeah. Sorry. Where were 
we?" 


"Questions," | said, smiling to show | accepted the apology. "Actually, 
answers, since you asked the important ones already. The first two 
are easy: 'With magic’ and ‘Yes’. 


"As for what magic is... well, it's sort of a catch-all term for things 
that defy the laws of physics. What makes it 'magic' rather than 
‘physics science doesn't know' is that its rules are more... flexible. 
Physics has laws, but magic isn't consistent that way. Spell-casting 
magic in particular is rather personal; very few people can learn 
others' spells, and everyone else gets their own unique set, though 
sometimes two people will develop spells that are nearly the same. 
Yes?" | asked when Megan raised her hand. 


"So they're like superpowers in comic books?" she asked. "Everyone 
gets their own, and there's no real how or why?" 


"Not exactly, but that's a good place to start." 
Megan nodded. 


"SO why is it secret?" | asked. "That's... complicated. To some 
degree, it's because magic wants to be secret." Megan raised her 
hand again. "Yes?" 


"Are you anthropomorphizing magic like when people say 
‘information wants to be free’, or is it like ‘the will of the Force’ or 
however that works?" 


"More the latter than the former. Now-yes?" She'd raised her hand 
again. 


"What does it mean that magic 'wants' something? Is there, like, a 
god of magic or something?" 


"Not exactly. It's more accurate to say that magic itself is intelligent, 
and it works in such a way that it gets what it wants." Megan raised 
her hand again. "You don't need to raise your hand to ask 
questions." 


"Sorry," she said. "Habit. Um, if magic wants to be secret, why does 
anyone know about it at all?" 


"Because something isn't a secret if no one knows it. Then it's just 
unknown." | waited to see if she had another question before | went 
back to my original explanation. "Magic doesn't actively conceal 
itself-at least beyond the basic principle of disbelief-but there are 
reasons that the people who know about it don't spread the word 
more than it likes. The more people know about the existence of 
magic, the more likely it is that people who would abuse it gain 
access to it. Most people don't have any means to defend against 
harmful magic." 


"But wouldn't the people who use magic for evil not care about how 
much harm more people knowing about magic would cause?" 


"Those people would want to keep a monopoly on power-and avoid 
the attention of people who take offense to magical crime and what- 
not." 


"Oh, right." Megan paused. "So you must trust me a bunch if you're 
willing to tell me all this. Or are you trusting me? I'm really not sure 
what's going on here." 


"| do and am, and | hope you won't prove me wrong.” 


"| won't!" she promised. "Uh, are there a lot of people who could do 
magic if they knew about it, or does everyone who can already 
know?" 


"The former-lots of 'normal' people can learn magic." All of them, 
technically. 


"Am | one of them?" Megan asked, and the desperation in her voice 
hurt to hear. "Or... or did you just want to let me know it was out 
there, so I'd be happy it was real at all?" 


| put my hand on her arm. "Of course you are. You'd never forgive 
me for getting your hopes up, remember?" 


"|... |am? I'm going to be able to do magic? Real magic?" She 
stared at me for a good twenty seconds, then raised her hand. 


"Yes?" 

"How?" 

"Mind if | give you a bit of background first?" | asked. 
"Of course not!" 


"Great. There are many kinds of magic, but only a very few people- 
wizards-are born with the ability to cast spells. Wizards are slightly 
different than people who gain the ability later in life-gaining that 
ability is called Awakening, and people who have it are referred to as 
Awakened. It's not a good way to describe it, but | guess whoever 
named it was more interested in sounding cool and mystical than 
being accurate." | realized | was getting off topic and cleared my 
throat as a way to reset the train of thought. "Anyway, there are a lot 
of different ways to Awaken, but what they all have in common is that 
you need to have enough magic in you to get the process started." 


Megan raised her hand again, though this time she didn't wait for me 
to acknowledge it. "What if | don't have enough?" 


"Then you'd need to do some magical exercise until you did-but you 
do. | checked." 


"Oh." She raised her hand again. "How are wizards different?" 


"Wizards are born with special magical talents. They have the ability 
to learn other people's spells, while most Awakened rely only on their 
personal set." 


"What determines whether someone is a wizard or not?" 
"Bloodline, mostly." 


"It's always bloodlines," she grumbled. "So everyone who uses 
magic without some bullcrap pedigree is 'Awoken'?" 


"Awakened." | stopped and reconsidered my correction. "I'm not sure 
which is the more proper grammar, now that | think about it, but the 
term in use is ‘Awakened’. Anyway, the only difference between 
wizards and non-wizards I'd qualify as 'important' is the ability to 
learn spells that | mentioned earlier." 


"SO how does the... 'waking' work?" 


"Well, like | said, there are a lot of ways to Awaken, but we don't 
have to worry about them. One of the easiest-the one I've arranged 
for you-is to have a magical being help you through it. | can't do it 
myself, but that's why you aren't the only person I'm meeting." 


Megan followed my gaze across the park, but Zero didn't have 
magically good timing and hadn't arrived yet. 


Her hand went up again. "Do | have to keep this secret from my 
friends?" she asked. 


| gave her a more ‘encouraging’ smile than my normal cheeky grins. 
"That is, ultimately, your decision. There are good reasons to hide it, 
and good reasons not to hide it. People might be scared, or jealous, 
or think you're fooling them or yourself. People might not be able to 


keep the secret to themselves. That's part of the trust I'm placing in 
you, you see: I'm trusting that you have good judgment as to who to 
tell and who not to tell." 

"Someone trusted you with the same thing." 

"Yes." 

"And you're telling me." 

"Yas," 


She gulped. 


"I'm not worried," | told her. "It's a responsibility, but it's one | think 
you can handle." 


Megan blushed and mumbled, "Well, that's what trust is...", which | 
had to admit was true. 


"You asked about your friends," | noted, “but not your family." 
"There's no way I'm telling my family about this! Can you imagine 
what my Dad would do if he knew | could do magic? 'Now honey, 
use your magic powers to make your father very, very rich.’ Fuck. 
That." 


My snort drew a cry of indignation from her. "Sorry," | said. "I'm not 
laughing at you, that just sounds familiar." 


"Does this happen a lot?" 
"| don't know-! was thinking of something | read." 
Megan raised her eyebrows. "Have you read Worm?" 


Huh. "... yes, actually." 


"| was thinking about that when | said that. Ugh, everything about the 
Livsey's reminds me of my family. It's funny in a really awful way." 


"That describes a lot of Worm," | noted. 

"Yeah, it does, doesn't it? Oh, who's your favorite character?" 

If I'd been asked that before Max had whisked me away to adventure 
and trauma, I'd have said 'Lisa' immediately. As it was, | had to think 
about it for a few seconds. 

"Lisa," | decided. "Even if she is kind of a bitch." 

"She's nice to her friends!" 

"You mean Taylor? The battered, vulnerable girl she manipulated 
into serving as a catspaw against Coil and the other gangs?" And 


me, in the continuity | tampered with. 


Megan looked heartbroken. "Maybe she set out to do that, but they 
were friends by the end, right?" 


Who fucking knows what goes on in Lisa's head? | sure didn't. 
"Maybe," | admitted. "She's nasty if you piss her off, that's for sure." 
"Oh, don't tell me you're a Victoria fan." 


"Vicky's got good qualities! They're just often overlooked because 
she's mean to the villains we like." 


"She broke that guy's spine,” she pointed out. 


I'd worked with Vicky for long enough that | honestly had no idea 
which spine-breaking incident she was referring to. "Well if she was 
the protagonist, we'd cheer for it," | argued. "Yeah, Vicky fucks up, 
but most of her 'faults' are exaggerated by the protagonist having- 
let's be real here-exactly the sort of public persona that Batman-style 
brutality is usually justified against." 


"Victoria fan!" 


"She gets a worse rap than she deserves," | said. "That said... yeah, 
I'm with you on Lisa. She's clearly the best." 


"You're just Sucking up to me now." 

"| am not! | said Lisa first, remember? I'm just saying that it's one 
thing to like someone as a character and another to actually want to 
know them." 


"Lisa would be my friend," Megan insisted. 


"You're probably right, if only because you'd get to bond over how 
much your parents suck." 


"Hah, yeah." 
We both chose that moment to sigh. 
"Wow, we got off topic," | said. "Sorry about that. Where were we?" 


"Uh, you said there were also good reasons not to hide it?" she said. 
"Magic, | mean." 


"Yes. By necessity, the decision to hide magic limits your ability to 
use it." 


"So | can't help people." 


| smiled. "It's generous that that's your first thought, but that also 
means that you can't enjoy it with others even when they don't need 
help." 


"Yeah..." Megan sighed. "It wasn't really my first thought. | just felt 
like | should want to use magic like that, rather than just for me, you 
know?" 


"| know. But I'm not telling you all this because | expect you to go 
and use it for others. I'm sharing this with you because | want you to 
be happy." 


"But what about all the responsibility you talked about?" 


"You have a responsibility not to abuse your power," | told her, "but 
that doesn't mean you can't be selfish with it." 


"It... doesn't?" she repeated. "Isn't abusing your power being 
selfish?" 


"Not always. You can abuse your power to help others, or use it in 
ways that are both selfish and responsible." 


Megan thought about that for a minute. "Abusing powers means 
harming other people," she said. "If | use magic to fly just because | 
want to fly, and | make sure not to get caught or cause problems... 
that might be selfish because it's just for me, but it's responsible 
because no one is hurt. But if | were to help my dad with his 
business, that would be abusing my power if his success means 
other people fail." 


"Very good." | patted her on the shoulder. "I don't need to worry 
about what you're going to get up to, do |?" 


"No, | understand," she said. "It's not exactly 'In life's name and for 
life's sake’, but it's more... free, maybe? Less 'responsibility' and 
more, uh, 'accountability'?" 


"That's a good way to put it. There's no cost to magic any more than 
there's a cost to sunlight-" 


"Skin cancer." 


"-except for calories, | guess," | continued, ignoring her semantic 
objection. 


"Calories? You cast from calories? Is that how you stay so thin?!" 


"Well, not exactly? I-" 


Without my input, my eyes snapped to where Zero was ambling 
across the lawn towards the bench, a sensation | recognized from 
last Jump; she'd used a weak 'taunt' spell on me to catch my 
attention. Any annoyance | might have felt at being metaphysically 
poked was swiftly forgotten once | got a look at her because Zero 
looked nothing like Zero. At the risk of being rude, she looked like a 
hag: skin wrinkled like a prune, nose and chin lumpy and misshapen, 
eyes milky with cataracts, teeth mostly rotten out, and her body 
swaddled in coarse black cloth. She'd mentioned she'd be ‘dressing 
up' for the occasion, and my reply had been that she'd better wear 
enough to be decent. | hadn't expected this. 


It took effort to act like I'd expected someone who looked like she ate 
children to show up-and speaking of ‘looks like she ate children’: 
"Good day, Cassandra," Zero rasped once she'd drawn close 
enough for her hushed words to reach us. "And this little morsel 
must be Megan. You look delicious." 


Megan's response was a mumble that had the right number of 
syllables to be 'Oh my god what the hell?’. 


I'm pretty sure the politeness perk was why | didn't snap at her to 
stop goofing around (a mistake, in hindsight, but a polite one). "What 
are you doing?" 


"Meeting you, as you requested." Zero grinned with the few teeth 
she had left, then turned to Megan. "And you, Miss Elwick. You may 
call me 'Zero' as Cassandra does, wit that she is." 


Megan absorbed that apparent non-introduction, then looked to me 
and whispered, "Is she... safe?" 


"She'd better be," | growled. 


"Oh ho ho," Zero cackled. "So cruel, Cassandra, to threaten an old 
woman so. Ah, but before we continue..." She leaned in and sniffed, 


which only made Megan more concerned about being eaten. "Oh, 
yes, she's certainly ready." 


"Ready for what?!" Megan squeaked. 


"For Awakening," | answered, glaring at Zero as she sat down on 
Megan's right and sent the girl scooting as far down the bench as 
she could-which wasn't far even when | gave way because three 
was about as many as the bench could hold. "Like | said, the easiest 
is to have a being of sufficient magical power do it for you." 


"Or to you, as it were," Zero added ominously, lowering her hood to 
reveal her long, pointed ears. "Assuming you still wish it, of course." 


| mouthed Knock if off! over Megan's shoulder while she was 
thoroughly distracted by the ears. "Ears?" she asked. 


"Yes, | have ears, child," Zero replied, ignoring my ire. "Do keep up." 
"No, | mean, what... err... why are they like that?" 


"A very polite way to ask 'what are you?’, but | hear the question you 
meant nonetheless." Zero fixed Megan with a haughty smirk. "I am 
what many now call an Immortal, though | would rather we were still 
termed Faeries, myself." 


"Oh god, you're one of the fair folk?" Megan whispered. "Oh fuck. | 
mean, it's... uh... scary to meet you?" 


"You don't need to worry," | insisted, intensifying my glare at Zero. 
"She's not going to do anything to you." 


"I'm not?" Zero asked. "Whatever did you summon me for then, 
Cassandra?" 


This time | did facepalm. "She's not going to do anything you don't 
agree to," | corrected myself. "She is going to Awaken your magic, if 
you still want her to." 


"What's it going to cost?" Megan asked. 


Zero cackled again. "She's smarter than you thought," she told me. 
“Cassandra feared | might ambush you in your dreams to offer you 
magic for a favor untold." Megan paled further. "Oh, relax, child, 
t'was a joke. Naught but a test to see if you had the sense to refuse, 
had | done so at all." 


"A test | failed," she muttered, which sent Zero into an incredibly 
unnerving giggling fit. 


"It won't cost you anything," | said, actually answering the question. 
"We worked this out already-and for god's sake, Zero, stop scaring 
her." 


Zero nodded. "Really, child, there's no need to fear. You didn't quake 
and quiver so in front of Lady Maeve." 


"What?" Megan asked. "I've never met-" 


"She spoke to your party at the storytelling festival two moons ago," 
Zero interrupted. "| believe she was wearing... very little." 


Megan squeaked, "That was Maeve?" 


"Oh, yes! She and Cassandra go back quite a ways." Zero continued 
to ignore my not-particularly-subtle signs to reign it in. "Cassandra 
called on her to repay a favor owed once, more than thirty years 
agone, and... well, | will say only that there was much less city when 
she was done than had been there-" 


"Sorry, Megan, would you excuse us?" | didn't wait for a response 
before rising to my feet, grabbing Zero by an ear-the extra length 
made for a fantastic hand-hold-and dragging her away. 


"Hey, easy on the ear!" she yelped, dropping the old-woman voice. 
"Gently-! Ah, bitch, that hurts!" 


| ignored her protests until we were a good twenty feet away from 
the bench, then released her-more roughly than necessary-and cast 
a privacy charm with a flick of my always-on-hand wand. "What the 
fuck, Zero?" | growled, leaning into her personal space. "I'm trying to 
make dreams come true, here, and you're turning it into a 
nightmare!" 


"It was just a little fun-" 


"Did she look like she was having fun?!" | snapped, waving at 
Megan, who was watching us with wide, fearful eyes. 


Zero opened her mouth to claim exactly that, then thought better of 
it. "Sorry," she said. "I thought it would be funny." 


"Pranks are-" 


"Supposed to be funny to both sides, yes, | remember." She huffed 
and crossed her arms. "Really, | don't see why it's such a big deal. 
You were playing along-" 


"Because | didn't want to make a scene!" 
"You're making a scene now." 


"Yeah, because you went so far past 'too far’ that you can't even see 
the line anymore! Improvisation is fine, but for fuck's sake, consider 
your audience!" 


Zero perked up. "Oh, speaking of improvisation: | was going to offer 
Megan some help, actually. Immortals are supposed to 'empower 
and guide’ people-" 


"Is that why you were scaring her? You wanted to make her feel 
threatened so she'd welcome any help you had to offer?" 


"No!" she cried, throwing up her hands to ward off the accusation. 
"No, that wasn't the plan! | thought spooking her a bit would be 
funny-and okay, maybe | went a bit too far, but they were two 


completely different, separate plans, honest! I'm not... fucking hell, 
Cass, come on! You trust me more than that, right?" 


"| did before you pulled this crap-" 

"| wasn't that scary-" 

"She doesn't have any expectation of safety!" | snapped. "This whole 
thing is new to her. She doesn't Know the rules and you do, and that 
means that she could give you an excuse to kill her-or worse-without 
realizing it! You brought up Faeries." 


"Oh, yeah, | did." Zero actually looked properly ashamed now. "Shit. 
Okay, fine, | fucked up. Sorry." 


"You'll apologize to her, too, then?" 
“Course.” 
"Good. Now, what was that about help?" 


She grinned. "Well, you know the trope of wizards having an animal 
familiar? Like a talking cat? | thought-" 


"That is a terrible idea. | Know 'empowering and guiding mortals’ is 
sort of your mandate as an Immortal, but | am seriously 
uncomfortable with the idea of you sleeping in the same room as a 
young girl." 


"| didn't mean me! Jenn was bored-" 
"| didn't Know you hung out with Jenn." 


"Oh, come on!" Zero whined. "First off, | Know | can be an ass, but 
I'm not that bad an influence on people! Secondly, Jenn is older than 
you, anyway, so she should be worried about you! And third-" 


"I'm not judging!" | interrupted. "I'm just saying, | hang out with both 
of you, but I've never hung out with both of you together." 


"Ahh." Her injection trailed off into a hearty laugh. "Sure, we don't 
have a whole lot of shit in common, but that doesn't mean we're not 
friends. She's friends with everyone, you know? Anyway, we decided 
to be Immortals together this Jump-aaand now you're regretting 
getting me involved when you could have gone to Jenn instead." 


"It would have avoided some issues, yes," | agreed. 

"Asshole. Right, well, Jenn's current ‘project pupil’ has more or less 
graduated and she's got fuck all to do until she finds another, so | 
figured she could tag in as Megan's mentor-or her familiar, like | 
said." 

"You were just going to spring this on us without consulting me?" 
"It was a last minute thing!" 

"You have a cell phone. You know, somehow." 

"Heh. Yeah." Zero twiddled her forefingers. "Oops?" 


| pinched my nose and let out a long, frustrated sigh. 


"Okay," | said. "First off: aren't familiars usually, like, uplifted 
animals?" 


"Or spirits bound in animal forms, which is at least pretty close to the 
actual situation. Come on, where's the harm?" 


"I'm not sure. It seems a little suspect to hang out with a teenager in 
the guise of a cute, harmless little animal, don't you think?" 


"Oh, the Pettigrew issue. It's different if she knows the cat can talk, 
right?" 


"| don't know, is it?" 


Zero rolled her eyes. "It's Jenn, Cass. | know you probably don't trust 
me around her now, but you trust her, right?" 


| hesitated. 


"As long as we're clear on the fact that she's not just a magic cat, | 
guess | can't really point to any specific problem," | admitted. 


"Great! Now let's get back before your friend gets any paler, yeah?" 
"... yeah." 


| dismissed the charm and led us back to the bench, where Zero 
wasted no time in making her apology. 


"I've very sorry, Miss Elwick," she said without preamble. "I played a 
prank on you which Cassandra has clearly explained was 
unacceptable." Megan squeaked in surprise as Zero returned to her 
‘normal’ appearance-though still with this Jump's ears-and bowed 
low enough for me to use her back as a writing desk. "I hope you will 
forgive me." 


It took a few moments for Megan to recover her wits. 


"Was that all a disguise, or an illusion, or-" She stopped, took a deep 
breath, and asked, "Uh, how much of what you said there was 
actually true?" 


"| did not say anything untrue, but | implied many, many such things," 
Zero said, still staring at the ground. "You have absolutely nothing to 
fear from me, Miss Elwick. Perhaps | can put some of the fears | 
have given you to rest?" 


"Are you really a Faerie?" Megan asked immediately. 

"We were once called Faeries, but we are not 'Fae', per se. We can 
lie, for example; the fact that | didn't is only because | had more fun 
that way." 


"Oh." Megan paused and thought for a moment. "What about 
Maeve?" 


"Immortals take many names," Zero said without missing a beat. 
"We often style ourselves after mythological characters we want to 
be identified with. You wouldn't believe the pissing contests you get 
when there are two 'Zeus's in the same room." 


For not being ‘Fae’, she sure is having fun speaking only the literal 
truth. 


"Is that why Cassandra calls you Zero?" 
"It's a name with very few claimants." 


"| see," Megan said. "Then... what was that you said about 
Cassandra calling in a favor from Maeve?" 


"The statement was literally true, but the actual story is, shall we 
say... different." 


"Oh. That's... good?" 


Zero nodded, then-when Megan remained silent-straightened from 
her bow. "If you don't have any other questions, we can move on to 
what you're really here for," she said. "Are you ready?" 


"I, uh, think so?" 


"Great!" She sat herself back down on Megan's right; | had already 
taken my seat on her left. 


Zero cleared her throat, then-in a tone far more dramatic than her 
usual, though nowhere near as threatening as her 'raspy crone 
voice'-asked, "Tell me, Megan Elwick: what is it you most desire from 
magic?" 


Megan tensed. 
"Oh, surely there must be something," Zero said after half a minute 


of silence. "You've been wishing for magic for a long time, haven't 
you?" 


"Yes, but | don't know what | want," Megan said. "| want wonder, and 
escape, and power, and... and magic, but | don't know which | want 
most, or if it's even one of those at all. What if I'm wrong?" 

"It doesn't matter; | was just being dramatic. Magic will work it out." 
"Because it's, uh, 'personal'?" 


"Yeah, 'zactly. Well, you did answer the question, so let's see what 
you get. Ready?" 


Megan looked to me for reassurance before nodding. "I'm ready." 


"All right, here we go." Zero raised both her hands, then clapped 
them together once and announced, "Aaaand we're done!" 


"Wait, that's it?" Megan asked. "It's already over? You don't need to 
do a ritual, or..." 


"Nope! It really is that easy." Zero snapped a spellbook into 
existence-literally, through snapping her fingers-and handed it to 
Megan. "Here. This is your spellbook: it will track all the spells you 
earn, though the explanations may leave something to be desired." 


"One Hundred and One Practical Skills (That Totally Aren't Magic 
Spells), Megan read. "Does everyone have one of these? Everyone 
who uses magic, | mean." 


"Most people who can cast spells have one, but you don't need it. It's 
an aid, not a requirement." 


"More precisely, it's a guide," | added. "You can cast without a 
spellbook, but you're fumbling around in the dark." 


"Button-mashing with no idea of the combos?" Megan asked. 
"Not a bad metaphor." 


"Fighting games fan?" Zero asked her. 


Megan shrugged. "| mean, | play Super Smash Fighters 
sometimes... badly." 


"That's not a 'real' fighting game!" Zero raised an eyebrow at 
Megan's bemused look. "Come on, spit it out." 


"Sorry, | just, uh, wasn't expecting someone who looked like an elf to 
have opinions on fighting games." 


"Smash isn't a fighting game-!" 


| cleared my throat loudly, then gave Megan a little nudge with my 
elbow and nodded at the spellbook. "Take a look." 


"Oh, right." She opened the book and began to read. "I've got a... 
uh... ‘Refractive Illusion for Personal Obscurity." Megan flipped the 
page, then started and flipped back. "| have an invisibility spell?!" 


"Nice," Zero said. 


"| have an invisibility spell," Megan repeated. She flipped forward a 
few pages, then glanced at Zero. "That's it?" 


"You'll gain more spells as you practice," | told her. "And they'll 
generally be things that are applicable to your life." Like an invisibility 
spell, you poor girl. 


"Or at least how you use magic," Zero added. 


"Right," Megan said. "I have an invisibility spell. | have an invisibility 
spell! And I'm going to get more!" 


Zero clapped her on the shoulder. "That's the spirit!" she said. "Now, 
there is one final thing. Miss Elwick... are you looking for a familiar?" 


"You mean, like, a wizard's familiar?" Megan asked. "I'm not actually 
a wizard, though." 


"Well, she's not exactly that sort of familiar, either." 


"Uh, well..." 
"Great! Hold on..." 


Zero whistled, and a small black cat hopped onto her lap from out of 
thin air. "Hello, Miss Megan Elwick!" the cat said-and even if Zero 
hadn't asked me ahead of time, I'd have known it was Jenn from her 
voice. "You may call me June." 


Megan stared. 
"The cat talks," she said. "Are you people out of surprises yet?" 


"Not even close," | replied, not that anyone was paying attention to 
me. 


"No arguments?" Zero asked. "Great. Ta-ta!" She handed the cat to 
Megan, then stood up and walked away, fading into nothingness ina 
few steps. 


Megan held the cat awkwardly beneath its forelimbs while letting its 
hindquarters dangle, which is more or less exactly the way you 
weren't supposed to hold a cat. "Uh, | don't suppose you're a magic, 
non-shedding cat, by chance?" she asked. "My parents hate 
animals. They say they're too messy and cause health problems and 
all these other things, so I'm not really sure this is going to work. | 
know | should have said something earlier but she didn't really ask 
before handing you to me-" 


"Relax, relax," June said. "I'm a smart cat. | can turn invisible too, 
remember?" 


"When... oh, you were invisible before!" 
"Yeah! You can put me down now." 


"Oh! Sorry!" 


Megan put June down on the seat Zero had vacated only for the cat 
to walk right back onto her lap and make herself comfortable. 
Megan's hand began to scratch around June's ears absenily as the 
cat continued, "You don't need to worry about me making a mess! 
No shed fur or hairballs to give me away. You don't even need to 
feed me; as long as | have a space that's all mine, | can take care of 
myself. Put a door on a cardboard box and I'll be fine." 


"What, like a demesne?" 
"Not exactly, but that's close enough." 


Ah, | thought, that's her plan. lf June had a space that was ‘all hers’, 
she could get into the Warehouse from there even if the door was 
cardboard. 


"Megan?" June asked. "What's wrong? | don't shed, you shouldn't be 
having an allergic reaction-" 


"Nothing's wrong. I'm not allergic, | just..." Megan coughed and 
blinked wet eyes. "I always wanted a pet." 


"I'm not a pet!" June chided her, turning her head away in a regal 
snub. "I'm a familiar-a proud magical being who deigns to spend her 
time educating and advising her lucky charge. We will be student 
and teacher, Miss Elwick, not 'owner' and ‘pet’. I'm hundreds of years 
old, you know!" 


"Of course! I'm sorry, | didn't mean to insult you, Miss June! I'll be 
sure to treat you with respect!" Megan hesitated, then asked, "Does 
that mean | shouldn't pet you?" 


"Don't be ridiculous-I am still a cat." June bumped her head into 
Megan's arm until the girl began to pet her again. "I think we'll be 
friends, and I'll even come when you call, within reason, but you do 
not ‘own' me." 


"| would never try to own something smart enough to talk!" 


"Good. We do have a union, you know." 
"Really?" 


June sighed and covered her face with a paw. "No, Megan, not 
really." 
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Once she'd recovered from her shock, | elected to walk Megan home 
so | could continue to answer questions. It was a long walk along a 
narrow road, one lane of traffic each way; the same road I'd taken 
during my brief visit to the Elwick mansion years earlier. Strawfield 
wasn't quite far enough from Apoapolis to be surrounded by 
farmland like the tiny towns we'd passed on the drive down from 
Moperville, so we were walking through miles of undeveloped 
grassland. 


Had anyone passed us, though, they'd have thought | was walking 
alone. 


"Well?" Megan asked. "How invisible am |?" 

"Invisibly invisible," | said. "You need to be careful with that." 
"Why?" 

"Cars." 


"Oh." Megan popped back into visibility. "Ah, darn it. It's really hard to 
be invisible and focus on my surroundings at the same time." 


"You need to be really careful." 


"| know, | know! It just takes a lot of concentration to maintain the 
spell." Having said so, she disappeared again. 


"| don't want to be a hardass, Megan, but that sounds dangerous 
enough that you probably shouldn't practice it anywhere outside your 
room or my supervision." 


"Or mine," June piped up from my shoulders. She'd started the 
journey on Megan's, but her weight was too distracting for Megan to 
maintain her invisibility spell. "| can see you perfectly fine while 
you're invisible, by the way." 


"I'll be fine-" Megan reappeared again. "Ah, dang it." 


"I'm serious,” | insisted. "You promised me | wouldn't regret telling 
you about magic, and that means being safe first and foremost, 
okay?" 


"You're supervising me now, right?" 


"Yes, | am, So you can keep practicing now, and when you're 
somewhere safe at home where nothing is going to hit you by 
accident, but I'd better not catch you sneaking around town with it, 
understand? | don't care how empty the streets around here are- 
drivers hit visible kids every day in towns just like this." 


"Yes, ma'am," she grumbled. 


"| just want her to not die," | told June. "Am | a bad mentor for 
wanting her to not die?" 


She rolled her eyes. "Your mentor repeatedly hexed you for her own 
amusement and deliberately taught you to teleport wrong as a joke, 
Sooo..." 


"Who the hell trained you?" Megan asked. 
"June." 
"Hey!" June squawked, then whipped her head around to tell Megan, 


"| may have taught her a little, but none of the things | mentioned 
were me!" 


Megan was, unsurprisingly, more interested in the magical 
implications. "Are you a wizard, then, Cassandra?" 


"No," | said. "As for why | could learn some things anyway... it's a 
long story." 


"Ah." She cleared her throat nervously. "Um, speaking of long 
stories, | was kind of wondering about that thing she said about you 
and 'Maeve'..." 


"If you mean the part about there being less city afterwards, there 
was kind of a natural disaster going on at the time." 


"Oh. | guess that makes sense. What happened?" 


Sorry, Megan, details were not gonna be forthcoming. "She owed me 
a favor, and | called it in. Saved as many people as | could." 


"And anyone who calls themselves 'Maeve' is gonna be big on debts, 
rules or no rules." 


"You've got the right idea." 


She beamed at my praise for a moment before turning thoughtful. 
"Wouldn't you have been really young thirty years ago?" 


"I'm older than | look." 

"How much older?" 

| gave her a level stare. 

"| mean..." Megan trailed off and turned bright red. "Sorry." 
"You're not going to turn invisible?" 

"What-oh, right, | can literally turn invisible in shame. Awesome." 


Megan hung her head for a second, but distracted herself almost 
immediately. "Hey, do you think I'll get a spell for forcefields?" 


"You want to be Susy Storm?" 

"Richards," June corrected me. "She married Reed." 

"That's too bad; the alliteration's catchier." 

"| was thinking Violet Parr, actually," Megan said. 

"Same character." 

"| mean, | guess?" She shrugged. "Say, what other spells do you 
have? Err, sorry, is it rude to ask someone that? Like, is it taboo to 
ask about people's spells?" 


"Not that I've ever heard of." 


"Some people don't like letting wizards copy their spells," June 
added, "but there's no etiquette against asking." 


"Oh, good. So, what else can you do besides the ghostly illusion 
things?" 


"A bunch of things. | have a spell that can detect different kinds of 
magic, a spell for changing my hair and clothes-" 


"Wait, hold on," Megan said. "| have to see that! Please?" 

"Sure. Remember this?" | morphed my clothes into the gown I'd worn 
to the New Years Eve party nearly two years ago, complete with 
hairdo. "Ta-da." 


"Oh my god | have never been so jealous of a spell in my life. How 
did you get that?" 


| dismissed the enchantment on my clothes with a shrug. "I'm not 
sure, but | think it's an outgrowth of my 'copy appearance’ spell." 


"Copy appearance? Hold on, | have to see that." 


"Are you sure?" 
"Yas!" 


"Just remember that you asked for this." | tagged her with the copy 
beam, then turned and spread my arms in a 'ta-da' sort of gesture. 


"Gyah!" Megan yelped. "Oh my god that's freaky." 

"| warned you." 

"Ahhh, you even have my voice! How long is that going to last?" 
"Until | dismiss it," | answered. "Uh, should I?" 

"Ye-wait, no, hold on. Can you do the dress thing again? Please?" 


| rolled my eyes and changed Megan's shirt and skirt into the 
evening gown. 


"Can you do the hair, too? Wait, can you be blonde instead? | always 
wondered what I'd look like as a blonde-probably because Mom 
dyes her hair." 

"Is she a brunette, too?" 

"No, her hair's green. That's why she dyes it." She took a moment to 
inspect the result and shook her head. "Nah, | look better as a 
brunette." 

"What shade of green?" 


"Sort of a dark, leafy green? No, darker than that, and a little less, 
uh, vibrant? Little lighter-yeah, there you go." 


| pinched a strand of hair between my fingers, crossing my eyes to 
examine the color. "It not a bad color, but | can see why she dyes it." 


"Yeah. It's completely wrong for her, you know?" Megan chuckled. 
"So, what else can you do?" 


| began ticking things off on my-well, Megan's-fingers. "Where were 
we... illusions, hair and clothes, copy appearance... | have spells for 
copying and pasting text between devices-" 


"Wait, what?" Megan asked. "How does that one work?" 


"| cast one spell on a device to grab whatever's on that device's 
clipboard, then the other on another device to put it on that device's 
clipboard. It's really convenient." 


"Huh. | guess | kind of expected magic and technology not to work 
together." 


"Nope," | said. "They get along fine." 


"There's a lot of ways to combine the two," June added. "There are 
magical computers, battery-operated magic detectors, magic 
sensors that plug into normal computers... all sorts of things!" 


"That sounds really cool," Megan said. "Will | be able to do things 
like that?" 


"Magitech is another form of magic than spell-casting, technically 
speaking, but it's not impossible that you'd get spells that let you 
make stuff like that." 


"Cool." Megan looked at the spellbook she was still carrying. "This 
whole 'personalized spell list' thing is pretty amazing if you can get 
all these different things." 


"Yup!" June stood up and leapt from my shoulder into Megan's arms 
now that she wasn't using her spell anymore, somehow managing 
not to claw either of us in the process. "You're not locked into a 
theme or anything-or rather, the theme is 'you as a person’, and 
people are complicated enough to be a lot of different things!" 


Megan grumbled as she carefully transferred June to her shoulders 
so she could hand me her spellbook without dropping the cat. "This 
whole ‘talking cat' thing makes me feel like a magical girl." 


"Is that a complaint?" said cat asked. 

"Still trying to decide one way or another." Now unencumbered, 
Megan took June back into her arms so she could pet her more 
easily. "Oh, | know: what would | look like as a knight?" 


"She is not your magical paper doll, Miss Elwick," June chided her. 


"Let her have her fun, June," | said. "Fantasy knight or historical 
knight?" 


"Fantasy, obviously," Megan said, then added, "| mean, reasonable 
fantasy." 


"Of course." Luckily, I'd actually spent a few hours in something 
resembling armor since I'd gained the spell, so | had an idea of how 
to do that. "How's this?" 

"Wow, that's really good. Is it actual armor?" 

| shook my head. "No, it's just costume armor." 


"Aw. Is that how you did your cosplay costume?" 


"Of course not," | whined, feigning offense. "Half the fun of 
cosplaying is making the costume." 


"True." 
"It's even more fun if you actually make real armor," June said. 
Megan looked at her in confusion. "But you're a cat?" 


"Not always." 


"Oh. Neat." The girl directed her next question at me. "Can you make 
real armor with that spell?" 


"Yes," | replied, "but it'd be heavy and we're only about halfway 
home." 


"Oh, yeah, it would be, huh. Can you change other people's 
clothes?" 


"Any clothes | touch." 
"Then you could magic me up a whole wardrobe!" Megan exclaimed. 


"She could," June interjected, "or / could, but it'd be fairy-godmother 
style." 


"It'd disappear at midnight?" 


"If | timed it very carefully, yes, but | meant it'd disappear at all. 
Enchantments like that don't last very long, as a general rule." 


"Ah." 


Megan remained silent for a minute as she considered everything 
she'd learned. 


"You said you probably got the spell to change your clothes at will 
because you had a spell to change your appearance, right?" she 
asked me. 

"That's right." 


"Then did you get the copy-and-paste-between-electronics spell 
because you already had a spell that copied something?" 


That was a good question. 


"| don't think so," | decided. "The link is too, uh, nebulous?" 


"Tenuous," June corrected me. 
"Yeah, there you go: tenuous. Thanks." 


Megan had already moved on. "Say, if magic and freaky not-faeries 
are real, how many other 'crazy things’ really exist? Are those UFO 
sightings real, too?" 


| dismissed the enchantments and returned to my normal shape and 
outfit. "Some of them, yes." 


"Ha!" Megan did a little dance, constrained only by the fact she was 
holding a cat. "| knew it! If magic is real, why not UFOs? Anything's 
possible!" 


"That's not quite true-" 

"Parallel dimensions?" she asked. 

| sighed. "Real." 

"Extradimensional eldritch creatures?" 
"Not as universally horrible as reported." 
"Vampires?" 


“Real enough-and unlike the eldritch, they're worse than modern 
depictions." 


"Oh..." Her enthusiasm dimmed. "Are they transformed people, or 
just monsters?" 


"Both, unfortunately, and not tragic monsters either. They aren't 
actually 'vampires', per se; we call them ‘aberrations’, and each and 
every one chose to sacrifice their humanity for immortality." 


"So they're all evil? Every last one?" 


"Megan," June said, "the process of becoming an aberration 
transforms the person into a monster that sustains itself by killing 
innocents, and it must be done willingly. Only a truly evil person 
would ever choose that path." 


"Oh." 


"Which is why | am very much against soul-selling under any 
circumstances," | added. "But there will always be good and bad 
people, magic or no magic." 


"Are there vampire hunters, then?" Megan asked. 


"And supernatural law enforcement, though the usual law- 
enforcement caveats apply. Oh, that reminds me of something funny 
that happened last year..." | gave her a brief summary of my 
encounters with Jim, leaving out anything that could identify him- 
which ended up making it sound like he'd run into me around town 
and found himself unable to leave without confronting me, but 
Megan respected the gaps in the narrative and didn't press. "... So 
hopefully he's doing better now." 


"Wow. | would have freaked out, too." 


"Don't worry," June said. "Aberrations are rare-for a very good 
reason-and if we meet one, | can kill it without breaking a sweat." 


| seemed to remember Immortals not being able to do that. "Is that 
allowed?" 


"Aberrations aren't mortal, so | can hurt them as much as | want." 
"| don't think that's right." 
"But | do, and that's what counts!" 


"Uh..." Megan said. "Okay." She cleared her throat, then asked, "So, 
on a completely different topic, uh..." 


"Yes?" 
"About the convention..." 
| smiled, knowing exactly where this was going. "Yes?" 


"Do you know who that was who posed with us?" she asked. "| saw 
you in the crowd while we were setting up, so | Know it wasn't you..." 


“It wasn't." 

"Then who was it?" 

"Would you believe me if | said it was Homura?" 
She didn't hesitate. "Nope." 

"No?" | repeated, eyebrow raised. 


"Nope," Megan confirmed. "Yes, | know | said anything's possible, 
but this isn't ‘arbitrary skepticism’. Magic, aliens, parallel dimensions, 
you know, okay, cool. | can roll with that. | can't buy that fictional 
characters can come to life." 


"If they're walking around a convention center, calling them ‘fictional’ 
is pretty rude,” June said. 


"Yeah, sure, clearly whoever it was wasn't fictional. That's why | don't 
buy it. That would imply all sorts of... of just ridiculous things! Writing 
isn't magic! It's something everyone can do-maybe not well, I'm not 
saying it's easy, but it's not some sort of mystic creation act that can 
create people, places, whatever. That's too much! Besides, why 
would Homura be hanging out at some random anime convention 
instead of wringing Urobuchi's neck somewhere in Japan?" 


"Maybe out of all possible realities, we only recognize 
interdimensional travelers from the rare universes whose history 
coincides with our own fiction," | Suggested. 


“That would be an infinity-to-one chance." 


"Unless there was a causal relationship between the coincidence 
and the crossover." 


"| don't buy it. | mean, if you can offer real, substantial evidence that 
that was the case, maybe I'd have to admit you had a point, but 
unless you can call up... | don't know, whoever, I'm gonna stick with 
‘nope'." 


Megan paused. 


"You know, on second thought, | don't really need to know," she said. 
"Magic is real. | need some mystery in my life after that bombshell." 


"As you wish." 


"Uh, on yet another completely different topic: if we get all our spells 
through ‘leveling up’, how were you able to study magic under 
someone?" 


"You mean for teleportation and such?" | asked. "That was a different 
magic system." 


"What do you mean ‘a different magic system'?" 


"| mean | was learning an entirely different kind of magic, with 
entirely different rules." 


"And you can't teach it?" 

"No, sorry," | said. "| had to go to another world entirely to learn it." 
"You mean a parallel universe, or an alien planet?" 

"Another dimension, so the former." 
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"Most magic is specific to its 'home' dimension," June explained. 
"Cass is a bit of a special case in being able to carry it around with 
her, but she can't share that." 


"Aw." 


| was a little surprised she didn't ask 'Why?', but Megan was willing 
to accept ‘it's magic’ as an explanation for a lot of things. Or maybe 
she just had too many other questions. 


"Speaking of learning magic," Megan said, "how long does it take to 
get a new spell?" 


June handled that one. "Depends how often you practice your 
magic. You can get new spells every week if you practice a lot." 


"Sometimes, you'll get an 'upgrade' to one of your old spells instead,” 
| said. "For example, originally, my illusions were static, and | could 
only 'move' them by recreating them somewhere else. Now... well, 
you saw the little butterfly thing go." 


"Coooool." 


"Be mindful of how you practice," June added. "The way you practice 
magic affects what you get, too!" 


"Like what?" 


"Well, sneaking off at all hours of the day to practice in secret means 
you'll get spells biased towards being sneaky, for example." 


"But doesn't magic need to be kept secret?" Megan asked. 

"Yes, but practicing in your room when you're alone is just smart, 
while hiding in the bathroom between classes for extra practice is 
sneaky." 


"Ahh." 


"Plus, you don't need to be nearly as sneaky as Cass might make it 
sound,” June continued. "You can tell your friends, as long as you 
trust them not to spread it around, and most people will ignore things 
they can't explain unless they're forced to deal with it." 


Megan frowned, her face pinched. "I'm not sure who | can tell. | know 
my friends would want me to trust them, but some of them are... not 
subtle." 

"What about your family?" 

"Oh, no! | can't tell my parents. They'd either think | was crazy or 
force me to abuse my spells for their benefit. I'd have to divine the 


future of the stock market or cast curses on business rivals. It'd be 
awtul!" 


"Your parents sound like real pieces of work," June said. 


"Oh, they are," Megan agreed. "The first time Mom visited 
Cassandra's bakery, she tried to get her fired." 


"From her own bakery?" 


"She thought | was a 'common wage-slave’," | said, making air- 
quotes with my fingers. 


"Did she actually say that?" June asked. 


"Much later, when her apology amounted to 'Oh, I'm so sorry, dear, | 
didn't realize you were a member of the capital class." 


Megan sighed. "Yeah, she's like that." 
"Do you have any siblings?" June asked. 
"Hmm? Oh, yeah, one. My sister." Megan grimaced. "| hate keeping 


this a secret from her because she trusts me and | want to trust her 
back, but she doesn't think before she speaks-" 


| withheld a comment about that running in the family. 


"-and she and Dad are always at each other's throats. | think | might 
have to, just to be safe." 


"Oh, I'm sorry," June said. "That's awful.” 


"It's not that bad. Becky gets grounded a lot, but that's just normal 
discipline, right?" 


"| meant, ‘I'm sorry you have to keep secrets from your sister'," June 
clarified. 


"Oh. Yeah. That definitely sucks." Megan took a deep breath and 
shifted mental gears. "Say, do you think practicing invisibility 'safely' 
will help me get forcefields?" 


"Who knows? Sometimes there's not much rhyme or reason to what 
you get. Not even | know how magic decides what spells you learn." 


"Not even you? Laying it on a little thick, aren't you?" 

"| am an old and wise cat, thank you very much." 

Megan gave me an appraising look before returning her attention to 
June. "I'm probably going to make Cassandra tetchy again, but | 
have to ask: which of you is older?" 


"June," | said. 


"| am," June said at the same time. "When did you make Cass 
tetchy?" 


Megan pouted. "! got too excited and asked her how old she was." 


"| wasn't really bothered," | clarified. "| was just giving her a hard time 
for asking her senior their age." 


"What? Hey! You made me think I'd really upset you!" 


June laughed and flicked Megan's nose with her tail. "Don't worry 
about her. Even if you had made her 'tetchy', letting her show off 
would've made up for it." 

It was my turn for an indignant "Hey!" 

"Am | wrong?" 

"Well... no, | guess not. There aren't many people who know about 
magic and are still impressed by it, you know?" | paused, then 
admitted, "I'm actually a little sad it doesn't amaze me as much as it 
used to." 

Megan nodded slowly, staring down the road as she thought. 

"Even if it's not as impressive, it's still magic," she decided. 

"Yeah. | still love it. It just doesn't blow my mind the same way." 

"It'd be hard to use if it did." 

"That's true." 

June's laugh startled Megan, who'd apparently forgotten about the 
cat she was petting. "Your little protege's already wiser than you are, 
Cassandra." 


"She's more your protege than mine, now," | said. "Besides, I'm an 
INT caster; WIS is my dump stat." 


"| thought CHA was your dump stat!" 


"Why you little furball-!" | made a playful lunge for the cat, which 
Megan deftly avoided. 


"You two sound like Becky and her friends," she told us. 


"If the defining trait of ‘sounding like Becky' is 'discussing D&D’, 
anyone who talks about D&D is going to sound like that," | 


countered. "That's tautological." 


"You're tautological," she shot back. "Oh, do you have 'Magic 
Missile'’?" 


"Magic reflects the caster," June said. "Does Cassandra seem like 
the sort of person to get attack spells?" 


"She threatened to kick Chloe's door down if her parents were mean 
to her." Megan followed her statement by shooting me a questioning 
glance. 


| sighed. "I..." 

"... didn't mean it?" Megan guessed. 

"No, | meant it. | shouldn't have, though." 

She chuckled. "| was going to call you out if you'd said you didn't 
mean it-you had Chloe worried you'd actually do it! She said you 
were giving off a 'retired supervillain’ vibe." 


| managed to control my reaction; June didn't bother, and started 
laughing uncontrollably. 


"You are totally a retired supervillain, aren't you?" Megan asked me. 
"Why would you even ask me that?" 

"Because you have enough money to fund a youth center and a 
sports team by yourself despite owning a single tiny-if successful- 
bakery?" she replied. "My parents might live paycheck to six-figure 
paycheck, but | do know how money works." 


"She's got you there,” June said. 


"Shush, you," | told the cat. 


"There's also the inevitable link between pastry and supercrime,” 
Megan added. 


"What?" 

"Forty cakes," she said, which explained nothing. 

"Are cakes pastries?" June asked. 

"Yes, actually," | answered. "Technically, a// bread is pastry." 
"No one calls bread pastry, though," Megan said. 

"No one calls tomatoes a fruit, either." 

"So?" 


| shrugged. "I dunno, | just like reminding people that tomatoes are 
technically fruit." 


"You're a menace," June declared with mock severity. 

"Were you actually a supervillain?" Megan asked. 

"Hmm?" 

"June started laughing really hard when | asked if you were a 
supervillain, and magic and parallel universes are totally comic book 


things..." 


| put on a deliberately forced smile. "| was a young, stupid teenager 
with too much power. | paid my debt to society in the end." 


"That sounds familiar," she said. "But you're not going to go and fight 
Moperville's local superhero?" 


"|... was not planning on it, no." 


Megan nodded briskly, considering the matter settled. 


"You're not going to ask?" June asked her. 


"Well, I'm curious, obviously-who wouldn't be?-but I'm not going to 
pry. It doesn't really matter, right? She's retired, or whatever." 


"Until someone's mean to her kids." 
"They're not 'my' kids," | protested. 


June laughed. "You threatened to kick Chloe's door down if her 
parents mistreated her." 


"The way | heard it," Megan piped up, "it was more of an offer thana 
threat." 


“True.” 
| sighed. "Don't remind me." 


"Don't be embarrassed!" Megan told me. "That's the sort of thing that 
makes you my favorite aunt!" 


"Is your extended family any more tolerable than your parents?" 
"Nope! And speak of the devil, we're home already." Indeed, we 
were coming up on the large brick wall that ran around the base of 
the hill under Castle Elwick, and its equally large iron gate. 

"Would you rather have had to walk farther?" 


"Honestly? Yes. It would have gotten me out of the house longer." 


"Sorry. If it helps, you're welcome to stop by the bakery any time. 
Say, June, you can teleport, right?" 


"Of course," the cat replied. "And yes, | can bring Megan with me if 
she wants." 


“Coooool," Megan oohed, even more impressed with her new friend. 
"Can you teach me to do that? | mean, correctly?" 


"Unlike whoever taught me, you mean?" | asked. 


"Well... yes. Who would teach someone to teleport incorrectly? That 
sounds really dangerous!" 


"It wasn't ‘put your bits back together wrong’ incorrectly," | said. "It 
was ‘leave your clothes at your origin point’ incorrectly." 


"Oh. Did... I've already forgotten her name-" 
"Zero," June said. 


"Right. Did she teach you teleport? Or was it some perverted old 
dude who just wanted to see you naked?" 


"She-my mentor, | mean-honestly cared less about seeing me naked 
than watching me react to being naked," | said. "And no, it wasn't 
Zero-the only thing she's taught me is shamelessness." 


"Was this before or after the teleporting incident?" 


"Well, she tried to teach me shamelessness. I'm sure she'd claim it's 
a work in progress." We drew to a stop at the gate. "And here we 
are." 


"Yeah. Hooray." Megan set June down so she could punch a code 
into the keypad mounted on the wall, then stepped back as the gate 
rolled open. 


“Thanks for walking me home," she told me. "I Know it's a long way 
back." 


"I'll just teleport." 


"Oh, duh, we were just talking about that." 


"Different spell, actually-I| got a teleport spell in my spellbook a 
couple years ago that's a lot easier to use than the horrible mess | 
worked so hard to learn. The only catch is that | can only teleport 
home." 


"Huh." Megan glanced down to make sure June was inside the gate- 
not that it would present an obstacle to even a common housecat, 
since the iron posts were six inches apart-then pressed a button on 
the inside wall to close it. "Mind if | watch when you teleport?" 

"Not at all, though I'm not sure there's much to see. Hope you have a 
good day, Megan-and do drop by the shop after school every so 
often, okay? It doesn't have to be every day, but | still consider 
myself your mentor, even if you have a convenient pocket-sized 
one." 

"Of course I'll visit!" Megan promised. "Thank you so much!" 

| waved goodbye and only stopped once | was in my bedroom again. 
---X==X==X--- 

My phone rang not long after I'd popped up in my bedroom. 
"Pocket-sized?" Jenn whined. "Really?" 

"It's an idiom." 


"You're an idiom." 


"Yeah, you definitely hang out with Zero," | grumbled. "What's wrong 
with being ‘pocket-sized’, anyway? You are conveniently portable." 


"lam not a Palm Pilot!" 
"| think you might be dating yourself with that reference." 


Jenn huffed. '"97 wasn't that long ago!" 


"It is when you look twelve." 
"Aw, damn it." 
---X==X==X--- 


"SO, where's the sophomore?" | asked when Becky failed to appear 
for a second week in a row. 


"She made some new friends," Megan replied. 
"Ah." 


"She was only hanging out with us 'cause she didn't have anyone 
else," Ashley added. "We're her last choice." 


Megan dropped her lunchbox onto the table, then put her freed 
hands on her hips as she rounded on her friend. "You weren't exactly 
welcoming!" 

"She wasn't exactly friendly!" 


"She seemed to like Cassandra," Chloe noted, taking her seat 
without further dramatics. 


Ashley rolled her eyes. "She liked Cassandra because she let her 
nerd out about her action figures." 


"You only like your friends because they let you nerd out about Star 
Trek," | told her. 


"SO?" 
"At least deny it," Chloe grumbled. 


Ashley turned back to the table. "Chloe," she whined, "are you telling 
me to lie?" 


"Yes!" 


Nick facepalmed quietly in the background. 


Megan visited the shop after school, as well. "I told Mom | was 
getting tutoring after school," she said as she walked in one day, 
June on her shoulder. "She didn't bother to ask how long I'd be." 


"Because she trusts you, or because she doesn't care?" 
"It's Mom. Who knows? It's technically true, right?" 
| conceded that it was. 


The next customer to come in did a double take at the cat perched 
sitting on the table. "Are animals allowed in here?" he asked. 


"Don't worry," June said. "I'm magic!" 


"Oh. Okay." He proceeded to make his purchase without blinking an 
eye. 


| made June stay invisible after that. Of course, that led to someone 
putting a plate down on her tail one unusually busy day, so | cleared 
a space behind the counter for Megan to sit and work where she and 
the invisible June wouldn't be disturbed. 


Of course, that led to some funny misunderstandings of its own. 


"Cass!" Lizzie exclaimed one afternoon. She'd stopped by to use the 
laundry machine we'd installed in the break room, and had decided 
to exit through the front of the shop. "I didn't Know you had a kid!" 


Megan and | exchanged a long look before breaking out in laughter. 


Unfortunately, the way magic worked in this world, there wasn't a 
great deal | could teach her, and June was a better resource than | 
was when it came to questions about magic itself. Really, all it 
offered her was a reason to avoid going home-so she came by three 


out of five days and spent the time doing homework under our 
tutelage. 


June generously let me handle questions about math and science 
when | wasn't busy. 


== XS=X==X=-- 

| could tell approximately when Megan let her circle of friends in on 
magic because one day, the group showed up to lunch minus one 
member. 


"Where's Chloe?" | asked. 


"With Kaitlyn," Megan said, then mouthed June at me. | deliberately 
flicked my eyes towards the other three and got a nod in return. 


The only other customer was nursing a pot of tea at the corner table, 
headphones on, so | slipped out from behind the counter and 
headed over to their table. 

"So..." | Said, stretching out the 'o' questioningly. 


"Chloe's in LA," Megan confirmed. "She'll be back by the end of 
lunch." 


"She knows about... you know?" Ashley asked. 
"Yeah, she knows magic, too." 


Ashley turned to me. "Megan said a freaky albino faerie gave her a 
talking cat." 


"Not inaccurate," | agreed. 
"Seriously?" 


"Not entirely accurate, but not inaccurate." 


Ashley looked at me. Then looked at Megan. Then looked at me. 


"Okay," she said, realignment-of-world-view complete. "So, Megan 
can turn invisible. What do you do?" 


"Show her the thing," Megan said. 


"This thing?" | asked, repeating the butterfly trick I'd used to open our 
meeting in the park. 


"What the hell," Ashley mumbled. "You've got a butterfly spell?" 


"It's more flexible than that." | dismissed the butterfly and replaced it 
with a three-dimensional image of the girls posing in their costumes 
at the convention, shrunk down so it fit in the palm of my hand. 


"It looks like a Star Wars hologram," Nick observed-because it did. 


"Totally," Ashley agreed. "Oh man, can you imagine the look on 
Natalie's face if you showed her that? Hold on, I'm gonna take a 
picture." 


No one objected, so | held the image steady until Ashley had 
Snapped a couple photos. 


"Not that thing," Megan said once Ashley was done. "I mean, it's 
cool, but | was thinking about the thing that freaked me out. You 
know." 


"You freaked Megan out?" Nick asked, suddenly a lot less sanguine 
on the topic of ‘magic’. He scooted to his right to put the table 
between himself and me. 


"Don't worry, it's cool! Cassandra?" 
"It's not subtle enough to do in public." | ignored her ‘aww' of 


disappointment. "So, June took Chloe to LA? That's generous of 
her." 


"It was her idea," Megan said. "I didn't Know she could teleport that 
far." 


"Is it going to be a regular thing?" 


"Maybe? It's up to June, though she did offer, so | guess it's not a big 
deal for her...?" 


Ashley huffed. "I can't believe a faerie gave my friend a magical 
teleporting cat. What even is my life?" 


"Interesting?" | suggested. 


"You know, some cultures consider 'may you live in interesting times' 
a curse." 


| held back a sigh at the reminder. 


"Those people are boring," Megan declared. "Say, did you know 
Moperville University has a new program studying magic?" 


"| heard about it," | agreed. 
"| thought magic was secret," Ashley said. 


Megan shrugged. "It's kinda hush-hush, you know? | only know 
about it because June told me." 


"So you're going to MVU?" | asked. 

"Yeah! | mean, I'm going to apply, but June seemed to think me 
getting in was a given. | got the feeling she knows someone involved 
in that, which feels a little dishonest." 


"It's still based on merit," Ashley pointed out. "It's just a merit no one 
can talk about." 


“| guess." 


"How did you learn magic, anyway?" she asked me. "Did an elf hand 
you a talking ferret?" 


| put on a look of mock surprise. "Wow, you guessed it!" 
"| can't tell if she's joking," Nick whined, "and that scares me." 


"Sorry?" | gave him a sheepish grin. "| was joking, for what it's 
worth." 


"It's a nicer joke than the one | got," Megan reminded him. 


Ashley nodded. "Yeah, that was mean. She acted like she was 
gonna eat you, right?" 


"Yeah. Ugh, speaking of eating, my Dad's been getting on my case 
about how much I'm eating, says it's gonna make me fat. | can't 
exactly tell him that magic burns a lot of calories." 

That detail caught Ashley's full and complete attention; her eyes lit 
up as she spun and latched onto Megan's arm. "You can burn fat 
with magic?" she demanded. "Teach me! Teach me teach me teach 
me-" 

"No!" Megan whined. "You can't learn magic just to lose weight!" 
"There's no rule against it!" 

"You burn plenty of calories at tennis!" 

“| can eat more!" 
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Oddly enough, another person | ended up talking 'magic' with was 
Paul. 


"I'm looking to do something different for my next book," he told me 
when we ran into each other at the New Year's Eve party that no one 
had felt it necessary to disinvite him from. "I've tried 'gaslamp 
fantasy’, ‘science fantasy’, and ‘urban fantasy’, and now I'm kinda 
itching to go full classical 'swords-and-sorcery fantasy’. The problem 
I'm having right now is with the magic. In my previous books, 'magic' 
was always in the background, so | never really needed to describe 
why it did anything it did. But the story | want to tell this time needs it 
to be more, um, ‘in focus'?" 


"And you're trying to come up with a cohesive, consistent 
spellcasting system?" | guessed. 


"It's more that I'm trying to limit it." 
"Ah." 


Paul paused to wave back to someone | didn't know, then turned and 
led the way towards a less noisy area of the house. "I don't think | 
need to go too deeply into how it works as long as I'm clear on what 
it can and cannot do, but I'm having trouble figuring out how to let it 
do what | want it to do without making doing those things, you know, 
stupid. For example, if you can create a fireball, why throw it ata 
person rather than just making fire appear around them?" 


"Well, what do you want magic to enable, exactly?" 


"Mostly, superhuman-martial-arts sword fights with a lot of flashy 
magical attacks, leaping and dodging, sword throwing, and stuff. But 
| also want there to be pure wizards, not just battlemages." 


| nodded along. 


"The problem," he concluded, "is trying to figure out a single system 
of magic that lets those two things coexist." 


"So, you want both battlemages and pure casters to be useful.” 


"Not just useful but logical. You know, things that people within the 
world would have reason to consider good ideas. | also want the 
pure casters to use certain kinds of attacks: fireballs and lightning 
bolts and not, | don't know, 'stop person's heart' spells." 


"So your super-martial-artist battlemages can dodge," | guessed. 
"Yeah." Paul grinned. "Yeah, you get it." 
"What kind of magic do the battlemages use, then?" 


"Spells to give themselves superhuman strength, speed, and 
toughness." His grin widened at the invitation to delve deeper into 
the topic. "That's mostly what | meant by 'superhuman-martial-arts 
sword fights’. A lot of leaping around, crazy dodging, all sorts of 
dynamic stuff. They might throw the odd fireball or whatever, but 
that's more of a utility thing than their main offense." 


"So there are a whole lot of spells that give those sorts of physical 
bonuses." 


"Yeah, but only to the caster, so you can't just put them on a bunch 
of people and have an instant army. In fact, using magic on yourself 
ought to be a lot easier than on other people. That way, it'd be more 
effective for most people to focus on making themselves stronger 
magically rather than learning how to set people on fire. And some 


people would learn how to set people on fire anyway if only to stay 
the heck out of range of the guys with swords. 


"The thing is," he continued, "| want there to be some underlying 
reason for why the people in this world do things that way. And why 
when people do learn purely magical attacks, they learn fireballs and 
not ‘head explosion’. Like, maybe something about one's body is 
special when it comes to magic?" 


"A person's soul rejects magic that isn't their own?" 
"Oooh, | like that. How would that work?" 


"Hmm." | put a hand to my chin. "What if it was, like, a field around a 
person?" 


Paul raised an eyebrow. "A field? Like a magnetic field?" 


"Yeah, something that extends outwards from the body a bit. Say it's 
really hard to 'start' a magic effect that's not within your own field, so 
when you want to set someone on fire, you ‘start’ the fire spell in 
your hand and then throw it? Or you start one end of the lightning 
bolt at your fingertips and shoot it?" 


"Oh, | like that. But when | said ‘lightning bolts' | meant from the sky." 
“Hmm...” 


| took a pull from my root beer, then suggested, "What if the planet 
has its own field?" 


Paul lit up. "Oh! And it could partially counter out the ease of working 
in one's own field?" 


"Yeah. So for some spells, it's easier to just start the spell up high in 
the sky where there are no fields, ‘friend’ or ‘foe’. Like lightning, or 
the classic 'meteor' spell." 


"Or maybe it's not necessarily ‘easier’ to work magic up there, but 
really high-power spells are dangerous to use in your own field?" He 
was talking so fast he was almost tripping over his own words, too 
excited to wait for his mortal mouth. "Like, normally, your field is so 
strong the planet's doesn't matter, but if you don't want to use all that 
magic too close to yourself, you need another option. It's really hard 
to work outside your field, so you wouldn't bother unless there was a 
good reason, and you'd want to have nothing else interfere or it'd be 
even harder." 


"So the sky-to-ground spells are always the strongest and flashiest?" 
"Yeah, that's right! And the most dangerous and hard to aim!" 


"And your battlemages jump rather than fly because lifting your body 
with its own magic field is like trying to lift yourself by pulling up on 
your shoes," | added. 


"Yes, yes! And the field thing solves the ranged magic question, too, 
because it's really hard to just set a person's clothes on fire when 
their field extends far enough from their body to protect what they're 
wearing and carrying." 


"That was exactly what | was thinking when | suggested it! Say, 
would that mean that people with better magical training would be 
better protected?" 


"Like, because they can cast spells on their clothes that are in the 
field?" 


"That's not a bad idea," | said, "but | meant protected by the field in 
general. You know, a stronger field protects you better from hostile 
magic because it 'rejects' it harder." 


"Hmm... probably?" Paul ventured. "But I'd say that that bit's the 
easiest to learn. Or, no, not the easiest, necessarily, but the first 
thing taught. The starting point. You have to be in touch with your 


own magic field before you do anything with it, and that's what helps 
block other people's magic." 


"Then on to self-targeted magic, with offensive magic taking the most 
effort to master?" 


"Yeah, that sounds right." 


"But it doesn't take much training to be effectively immune to 
Targeted Head Explosion," 


"Yeah, so just about everyone..." he trailed off, then started over. 
"Actually, no, | changed my mind. If it's something | want everyone to 
have, I'm going to say everyone's more or less equally well 
protected. Magic doesn't help because the field isn't, strictly 
speaking, magic. It's, like, ‘soul stuff’, right? Soul power, not mana or 
whatever | call it." 


"Can you cast from soul-power?" 
"Interesting idea for a special talent, but in general I'll say 'no'." 


"It could be a total defense-penetrating thing if you want to have a 
character who's off the power curve," | suggested. 


"Yeah, that's what | was thinking when | said ‘special talent’." 
"What about healing magic?" 


Paul grinned. "Healing magic is hard because you have to work 
within someone else's field." 


"Then what about self-healing magic?" 
That brought him up short. 
"I'd intended for self-healing to be impossible," he said, "but the way 


we've made the system, it should be easyer than healing other 
people, shouldn't it?" 


"If the field is the thing stopping healing from working, maybe," | said. 
"Is that a problem, narratively speaking? It just changes the win 
condition from ‘injure enemy’ to 'deplete enemy mana bar’. Plus, if 
you let your mages self-heal, they can land more powerful hits on 
each other without ending the fight." 


"Stormlight Archives already did the 'mana bar as an extra health 
bar’ thing, though." 


"So? Gandalf riding Shadowfax doesn't mean no one else can puta 
wizard on a horse." 


"That's true," Paul allowed, "but it's not what | had in mind. | think 
healing magic ought to be slow and complicated; otherwise, 
characters can't get ‘injured’, only ‘killed’ or ‘not killed’." 


"Well, biology is complicated." 


"Yeah, that's the typical excuse, but that raises the question of how 
the enhancement magic does its stuff." 


"What if healing is just a subtype of self-enhancement magic?" | 
suggested. 


"So there are ways to make your body heal faster, but it's still natural 
healing at the end of the day? Yeah, that works. And the 'soul' nature 
of the field is why self-enhancement magic is easy-damn, | need to 
write this down." 


| pulled a small pocket-sized notepad and pen out of my purse and 
pushed them into Paul's eager hands. 


"Thanks!" he said. "Okay, we had, uh, fields..." 


The two of us spent a couple minutes running back through the 
conversation, then onwards into edge cases, exceptions, and special 
powers. We were so absorbed we'd have missed the ball drop if 
Homura hadn't interrupted us, and we went right back to the 


conversation afterwards. By the time we'd finished, the party was 
over, most people had already left, and Paul had used up the rest of 
the notepad and scrawled the last couple noteworthy points onto the 
cardboard backing. 


"Wow," he said, "this was a great brainstorming session. Uh, sorry 
about the notepad." 


"No problem. They come in packs of eight 'cause they're so tiny." 


"Heh. Makes sense." He returned my ballpoint pen, now missing an 
appreciable amount of ink. "Thanks a lot." 


"Anytime. | can't wait to see what you do with it." 

"I'll Keep you posted. Goodnight, Cassandra." 

"Night, Paul." 

Paul had barely departed before Roxy ambushed me with a 
backstab of a one-armed hug that was nearly a headlock, an empty 


wineglass in her other hand. 


"SO, you and Paul, huh?" Her pronunciation was impressively normal 
for the amount of alcohol on her breath. 


"What?" 


"Oh, come on, Cass, you two were huddled together all night. How 
long've you been dating?" 


"We're not dating." 


"Riilight," she drawled. "You were two having a nice, platonic 
huddle." 


"We were brainstorming ideas for his next novel." 


"Oh, a romance of the minds, then? Attracted to intelligence?" 


"Lay off," | grumbled, finally annoyed enough to push her away. "Not 
every male/female friendship is about romance." 


Roxy gave me a pitying look. "Lots'a women think that, but sooner or 
later the guy's gonna want more." 


"We'll agree to disagree, there." 
"I'm just sayin’. Be careful, hon." 


"You don't have to worry about me." | gave her a confident smile. 
"Uh, what's up with you lately? You were going to Loamhill, right?" 


"Ages ago. S'only a two year program. Could'a transferred, but | 
reckoned any money I'd make from having a degree'd just go right 
back to paying off the loans, so what's even the point? Sides, 
Raymond's’ a pretty good gig, A-T-C." 


"ATC?" | repeated. 
"All things considered." 
"Ah. Pays well, then?" 


She started to agree, only to be interrupted by a yawn that turned 
her 'Yeah' into 'Yeaaaaaaaaaaaawwwwww'. 


"Damn," Roxy muttered. "Can't party like | used to." 
"Need a ride?" 


"Naaaaah. Taxi'd here, taxiing home." She suddenly remembered 
the wineglass in her hand and put it down on the nearest available 
surface, which happened to be an end table near the entertainment 
center. "Goodnight, Cass." 


“Night, Roxy." 


=22XS=XK == X === 


Before | knew it, the school year was already coming to a close. 
Chloe got into UCLA. Megan got into MVU. Ashley was off to 
Minnesota, Nick to Texas. 

We said our goodbyes on the last day of school before graduation. 
They wouldn't be leaving for weeks or months, but their time using 
Home Sweet Home as a not-quite-private cafeteria was over. 


"I'm gonna miss you guys," | told them-because | would. Maybe June 
had had a point when she'd referred to them as 'my kids’. "Keep 
yourselves safe and study hard, okay?" 


"Yes, mom," Ashley drawled. 

"| wish," Megan muttered. 

"We'll be all right," Chloe said. "Thanks for everything." 
"Thanks," Nick echoed. 

"| can still visit!" Megan reminded me. "I've got a car, now!" 
"And a cat," June added. 


"And a friend," Megan amended, reaching out to scratch June 
behind her ears. 


The other two girls exchanged a glance while Nick looked on 
impassively. 


"They're giving me diabetes," Ashley complained. "This is assault." 


"No cookies for you, then," Chloe said, raising a hand to confiscate 
her friend's half-eaten treat. 


"Nevermind everything's fine don't you dare-!" 


=2-XSSXK = X= 


| ducked back into the kitchen one day in early summer-or maybe 
the middle of summer; I'd never cared to learn where people defined 
the cutoff between the two to be-to celebrate a momentous 
occasion. 

"Happy midpoint!" 


Homura smiled, not looking up from the dough she was currently 
portioning out onto a baking sheet. "You timed it down to the minute.” 


"Of course | did. Hard to believe it's been five years, huh?" 
“No comment." 
"What's that supposed to mean?" 


"My subjective measurement of time is perfect," she said. "As such, | 
know with absolute certainty it has been five years." 


"Spoilsport." 


Homura rolled her eyes as she displayed an uncanny ability to pick 
up half a dozen cookie sheets and carry them to the ovens all at 
once. "Enjoy your half-a-jump?" 


"Sure have. You?" 
"las well. Give me a hand while you're back here?" 


| stepped fully into the kitchen and over to where Homura was 
exchanging the freshly-prepared dough for already-baked cookies. It 
was the work of a minute to swap the baking sheets, and another 
minute to transfer the cookies to the cooling rack-which required us 
to first empty the rack, currently holding the previous batch of 
cookies, onto a wax-paper-lined tray. 


"I'm going to miss this," Homura said as we worked. 


"Baking?" 


"No, the whole... simple life. Relaxing. Laughing at jokes." 


| hid a frown and kept my tone as light as | could. "Laughing at jokes 
is temporary?" 


"lam going to be going back to 'normal' sooner or later. Don't 
misunderstand; I'm happy you convinced me to relax. The last five 
years have been..." 


Homura stopped talking as she thought, though her hands never 
slowed. 


"... healing," she decided. 
"I'm glad." 


"But | will be returning to my... my mission, | Suppose. And my 
focus." 


"Ah." 


"But we're not going back to strangers," Homura added. "In the end, 
you were right: I'm not an insecure little girl, and | don't want to 
spend the rest of my time on the 'chain alone. But there's still some 
comfort and safety in Keeping apart from the larger crowd." 


"I'll Support you in doing whatever makes you comfortable, and I'll do 
anything | can to help." 


"| know you will. And right now, ‘helping’ means taking these"-she 
handed me the tray loaded with freshly cooled cookies-"out for sale." 


"Yes, ma'am!" 


My phone chimed only a couple hours later, just as the afternoon 
rush was due to start. 


Freaky Albino Faerie 
Today at 1:52 pm 


OMG did you hear??? 


What? 
About Zeke!! 


What about Zeke? 
Zero? 
Read 1:54 pm 


(...) 


"Sorry," | told the woman currently browsing the pastries on offer. "I 
need to take this." 


| punched 'Call' as | ducked into the back of the shop, only to nearly 
run smack into Zero herself. "Gah!" 


"Sorry!" Zero yelled over my outburst. "Typing was taking too long." 
"Yeah, that's why | was trying to call. What happened to Zeke?" 
"He-" 


"Wait, hold on." | stuck my head back into the kitchen, but the place 
was empty (and spotless). "Sorry, nevermind, Homura must have 
stepped out. What happened to Zeke?" 


"He got hit by a truck!" 
"What?!" 


"Relax," Zero urged me. "It's not like 'he's in the hospital’ hit by a 
truck-" 


"That's worse!" 
"Not like 'he was injured’ hit by a truck, then." 
"What other kinds of ‘hit by a truck’ are there?" 


"A goddamn sixteen-wheeler truck went right through his living room 
and fucking isekai'd him into a another dimension." 


| stared at her for a few seconds as | processed the absolute bullshit 
I'd just heard. 


"What." 

"Yeah." 

"No, hold on. A truck hit his house?" 

Zero shook her head. "It didn't hit it, it went through it. Like, burst 
through a door, went through the living room, right over where he 
was standing, and disappeared out another door." 

"That doesn't make any goddamn sense." 

"Which makes it really obvious whose fault it is, doesn't it?" 


"Christ." 


| pulled my phone back out to dial Max, only for Zero to pluck it out of 
my hand. 


"Don't," she told me. "Max is in a seriously bad mood." 
"Of course he is!" 


"Yeah, but exposing yourself to it isn't gonna help him." Zero glanced 
down at my phone, then back up at me. "Cass." 


"What?" 


"You have me in your contacts as 'Freaky Albino Faerie’." 


"Don't go through my phone!" | tried to snatch it back, only for her to 
float up and out of reach. "Hey! Gimme that!" 


"You can have it back when you explain yourself!" she called down, 
waving the phone at me. 


"Ugh, fine. | got a second- or third-hand summary of the park thing 
and it went something like, 'a freaky albino faerie gave my friend a 
magic cat." 

Zero kept her word and returned my phone. "They're not wrong." 
"That was my reaction." 

"Of course it was. You know, shit like this is why we're friends." 

"Our sense of humor?" | ventured. 

"Exactly!" 

| frowned as | looked down at my phone again. "Should | call Gary?" 


"Nah. Give them some space." 


"If you say so." | leaned back against the wall and let out a long, 
weary sigh. "| don't suppose we have any idea where he went?" 


"We do, actually." 

"Oh?" 

Zero nodded. "Management owned up to it. He's in Valkyrie Core. 
The ‘Enhanced Edition’ VN continuity, specifically. I'm so fucking mad 


it's not even funny!" 


"Why?" 


"Because | would've wanted to go too!" She shrunk down to the form 
of a petulant little girl to really sell her pout, only to pop back to 
normal a second later, angst forgotten. 


"I've... never heard of it." 


"Well, we can fix that easily enough. Start with the anime; it's easier 
to get into and actually has exposition rather than making you read 
an entire fucking non-visual novel worth of codex entries if you want 
to know why these people are learning to fight in the first place." 


"| guess I'll do that, then," | muttered. "Eventually. Thanks for the 
heads-up." 


"No problem," Zero said. "Oh, but make sure you get the right one, 
‘cause the names are a bit confusing. There are a bunch of Valkyrie 
Core Insert-Subtitle-Here series-Valkyrie Core RAVENZ is my 
favorite, personally-but the one that best adapts the original VN as a 
whole is named Valkyrie Drive!, not Core. Fucking dumb, right? See, 
they used Core without subtitles for an OVA that follows one specific 
route, but it has the same shitty lack-of-context problem as the 
original VN and relegates the rest of the cast to background 
characters, so it's only really for people who were already fans of 
that pairing. As for the subtitled series you might care about, 
Skybreaker is very much the Fate/Zero to Drive!'s Stay Night: 
prequel, better story because it's not pegged to a visual novel, but 
not representative of said visual novel; Splinter Angle is an OVA 
collection that crams each route into its own forty-minute short, 
which makes it better and worse than Core in different ways; and 
RAVENZ is another continuity altogether. | might like it more than the 
Original timeline, personally, but it's much darker." 


| was starting to get the feeling Zero liked the franchise. 
"Uh... right," | said. "Will do." 


a2 X SSX SSX aU: 


That evening, | grabbed a copy of Valkyrie Drive! Season 1 (of 3) 
from the Warehouse's Library. 


"What've you got there?" Homura asked as | returned to the 
apartment. 


"Valkyrie Drive!. Ever heard of it?" 
"| have. Why that one?" 
"Zeke got isekai'd by an implausible truck." 


Homura frowned as she tried and failed to make my statement make 
sense. "You are going to have to run that by me again," she 
declared, which was more or less the same as my reaction to the 
news after one accounted for her indefatigable Homura-ness, and so 
| explained, briefly, my earlier conversation with Zero. 


",.. and Management said he ended up here," | finished, indicating 
the DVD case | was holding. "Well, the visual novel continuity, but 
Zero recommended the anime; | don't know anything about it. What's 
the elevator pitch?" 


"Infinite Stratos meets Symphogear." Homura realized | didn't 
understand either reference and added, "Think Strike Witches by 
way of Armored Core, but a harem anime," which didn't help much. 
Still, | understood the last two words well enough. 


"Well, curiosity killed the cat," | grumbled. "Care to join me?" 
"| may as well." 


| popped the disk in and started the show, and god help me, | 
enjoyed it unironically. The lack of the most egregious harem tropes 
helped, but there were plenty of things to enjoy besides that. The 
blend of hard military fiction and outrageous sci-fi martial arts 
bullshit. The beautifully rendered action sequences. The well- 
developed, sympathetic characters. The hilarious badassery. 


"Did she just parry his sword with her thumb?" 


Yet despite the cheery attitude of the show and the relative safety of 
the action thus far, it was still a story about soldiers barely old 
enough to be called ‘adults’ training to fight and possibly die in a war 
against an existential threat to all of humanity-and as the credits 
rolled on the final episode of the season early the next morning, | 
remembered why we were watching the show in the first place. 


"| hope Zeke's all right," | said. 
"Me too," Homura agreed. 


| returned the DVD to the Library and declined to pick up the second 
season while | was there. 


a6 XSSKS=XK eee 
"That motherfucker," Max spat. 


I'd given her a few days to cool off before | called. | could have 
probably waited a few weeks and gotten the same result. 


"Zeke decided not to go to college,” she said. "It made sense to me. 
Management was clear that Zeke was to go to high school, and | 
kind of get that. The social experience was good for him, and it was 
probably entertaining for them, whatever that means. But Zeke didn't 
want to spend four years ‘learning’ knowledge he already had just for 
a certificate of achievement. Management called and asked him to 
attend. He said that it hadn't been specified at the beginning of the 
Jump and refused, and | backed him up." 


"So they hit him with a truck to send him back for more school 
hijinks?" 


"This isn't just ‘more school hijinks'. He's in a goddamn war zone!" 


| was lying on the couch, phone in my lap, buds in my ears. Max was 
still at work; in theory, she was trying to track down where her son 


had disappeared to despite officially being off the case. In practice, 
she knew exactly when and where he was and had no way to do 
anything about it. 


| suspected it had been a very long time since Max had been ina 
position where she had no way to do something about something. 


"This isn't some monkey's paw bullshit, or 'read the fine print’, or 'be 
careful what you wish for'," she growled. "This is straight-up 
cheating. Changing the rules, altering the deal, whatever. It's a 
fucking cheat." 


"Did you really trust Management in the first place?" 


"| never trusted them to be fair, but | thought they'd at least stick to 
their own goddamn rules, however bullshit they might be. At least 
they'd be predictable in screwing with us." 


"Are you sure they haven't?" | asked. "There's no precedent for this 
kind of 'rescheduling'?" 


"Can you imagine Zeke agreeing to go off alone? That they found 
something to offer him worth putting up with five or more years ina 
war-torn post-Apocalypse, cut off from all his friends?" 


| had to admit | couldn't; given his insistence on calling me every 
month, I'd actually been getting a little worried that he was 
developing some sort of separation-anxiety-adjacent issue. 
"What are you going to do?" | asked. 


"| don't know. It's not like there's some higher authority | can appeal 
to. All | can do is complain and refuse to cooperate." 


"They're gonna punish you for that." 


"If they'd stuck to the rules, | might care," Max snipped. "What do 
you want me to do, Cass? | have to do something, or they'll think 
they can get away with whatever they want." 


"That's literally the case, though." 
There was a long pause. 
"Fuuuck," she groaned. 

There was a longer pause. 


"No matter how rigged the game," | said, slowly, each word weighed 
and measured, "you can always walk away." 


"And if they call my bluff?" 
"Would it be a bluff?" 
Another pause. 

"It would," Max said. 
"That's that, then." 

"No, it's... yeah. Fuck." 


"Fuck," | agreed. 


| tempered my anxiety about Zeke's fate with both my confidence in 
him and my powerlessness to affect the situation. I'd always had an 
easy time compartmentalizing problems away for later-a talent that 
had grown into full-blown dissociation by middle school-so it was 
second nature to push the problem out of mind until I'd functionally 
forgotten about it. 


On the one hand, 'I forgot my friend is trapped in a horrible war' isa 
pretty terrible thing to say, but on the other, there wasn't really a 

good alternative. It was out of my hands in every way that mattered, 
so all dwelling on it would have accomplished is to prevent me from 
enjoying the good things in life, like enjoying one more magic reveal 


with the kids before they left Strawfield for the school year. Al/ the 
kids; last year's college freshmen had come home for the summer, 
and Natalie had the bright idea to organize a group get-together at 
the shop to say goodbye. 


Of the three senior members, Kaitlyn was the only one to have been 
read in on the magic ‘secret’. Mike and Natalie were thus confused 
when Megan showed up with a cat on her shoulders. The former 
decided it was just Megan being weird and didn't comment on it; the 
latter commented on it immediately. 


"Why did you bring your cat?" Natalie asked as the eight of us sat 
down around a couple of tables just after closing. "Are you even 
allowed to bring pets in here?" 

"June isn't a pet!" Megan shot back, adopting a haughty pose meant 
to imitate June's delivery of the same objection. "She's my familiar. 
Say hello, June.” 

June opted for the comedic response, which was to meow. 


Natalie tried to exchange a knowing look with Kaitlyn only to end up 
confused when the other girl started giggling. Mike had a similar 
experience with Nick, albeit without the giggling. 


"June," Megan whined. "You are making me look ridiculous in front of 
my friends." 


"Yeah!" Ashley agreed. "You talk to us all the time. Don't embarrass 
Megan." 


"Only Ashley gets to embarrass Megan," Chloe added. 
"Exactly!" 


"No she doesn't!" Megan objected. "No you don't! Don't embarrass 
me, that's mean!" 


"| wasn't even doing anything!" Ashley whined. 


"This time!" 


Kaitlyn had been hiding a smile behind her hand since we'd sat 
down, and finally got her mirth under enough control to address the 
situation. "Come on, June," she said, still audibly holding back 
laughter. "There's only two people here who haven't heard you talk 
before. Just say hello." 


"| think he did," Mike said. "Unless you want him to speak English-" 
"Which | can," June interrupted, rising from her perch on Megan's 
shoulder and performing a graceful leap onto the table. "| was just 
having a little fun with those out of the know. Hello, everyone." 
There was a pause. 

"Ventriloguism," Mike guessed. 

"Nope! | am June, the cat-shaped spirit currently looking after Miss 
Elwick's magical education on behalf of Miss Cassandra-and a she, 
by the way." 


"Don't you start 'Miss Cassandra’-ing me too," | called. "I only just 
broke the kids of the habit." 


"Years ago," Ashley protested. 
"That's what | said." 


June ignored the banter as she crossed the table, sat down in front 
of Mike, and extended a paw. "Pleased to meet you, Micheal." 


"Likewise?" he ventured, shaking the proffered paw by pure reflex. 
Introduction complete, June got up and walked back to the center of 
the table, where she began cleaning her face with one paw. 


"SO, yeah!" Megan said, beaming. "| can do magic!" She promptly 
conjured a small tongue of flame and flew it around the center of the 
table by flicking her fingers like a conductor. 


"Is that new?" | asked. 


"No-well, | mean, | got it a week ago, so kinda? I'm not sure what it's 
good for, since it can't even light a candle on its own." 


"What about a stove?" Kaitlyn suggested. 

"| dunno. Ours is electric." Megan kept the flame dancing for a little 
while longer before closing her fist to snuff it out. "It's cool though, 
right?" 


Kaitlyn, Nick, and | nodded. The other two seniors were still 
befuddled, Chloe was paying more attention to them than she was 
Megan, and Ashley wasn't willing to admit it was 'cool'. 


"You're taking this well," Chloe told Natalie. 

"I'm not ‘taking it well'!" Natalie objected. "I just don't have the words 
for... any of this! My friend can set things on fire with her mind! 
There is a talking cat! Have we all gone collectively insane?" 
"Cassandra can turn into a fox," June added. 

"Sure, why not?" Mike muttered, resting his forehead in one hand. 
Ashley reached over and gave Natalie's shoulder a playful shove. 
“Come on, lighten up, Nat. If anyone was gonna get magic powers, it 
was gonna be Megan." 


"That is not how the world works!" Nat screeched-then added, "and 
don't call me Nat," in her normal tone and volume. 


"| did tell both of you | was learning magic," Megan mumbled. 
"| thought you meant the card game!" 


"| thought she'd finally snapped," Mike added. 


Natalie might have been flummoxed by the talking cat, but she 
wasn't about to let someone talk about her friend like that. "Mike, 
that's mean! Apologize!" 


"It's true, though! Usually she at least acknowledges that whatever 
she's on about is nonsense-" 


"But half the stuff | was on about wasn't nonsense after all!" Megan 
said. "Turns out magic was real all along!" 


Mike turned to me to restore some sanity to the conversation, which 
was entirely the wrong place to look. "Have | mentioned I'm part 
space-alien?" | asked, innocent grin firmly in place. 


"What?" he asked. "For real?" 


Perhaps it was a sign of how quickly he was adapting that he 
directed the latter question to the talking cat. 


June huffed. "Don't encourage her. Honestly, she says that after you 
all treated me like / was having too much fun at your expense..." 


"Wait," Natalie piped up. "Kaitlyn, you said only two people hadn't 
heard her talk. If I'm one, and Mike's the other, when did you learn 
about this?" 


Kaitlyn laughed. "Oh, that's a whole story..." She then proceeded to 
tell said story, during which | learned that while Chloe had called 
ahead to schedule her first magic-assisted visit, she had not 
specified (or, Chloe strongly insisted, been warned) that she was 
about to appear in the middle of Kaitlyn's dorm room in a display of 
irrefutable magic. 


",.. and the explanation ended up wasting about twenty minutes of 
snogging time." 


"Snogging time?" Chloe repeated. 


"That is what we spent the rest of the visit doing." 


"Yeah, but who calls kissing 'snogging'?" 
"The British, right?" Ashley piped up. 


"| think so," Kaitlyn agreed. "Pretty sure we started using it after the 
Harry Potter movies came out." 


Ashley scoffed. "What do you mean 'we'? You're the only person | 
know who calls it that!" 


"What about the British?" 


Natalie turned her back on that conversation and asked Chloe, 
"What happened to trying to hide your relationship?" 


Chloe sighed and rolled her eyes. "Well, since you apparently all 
knew anyway-" 


"Of course we did." 


"-what's the point?" she concluded, rolling her eyes in the opposite 
direction. 


Natalie shrugged. "I don't Know. | thought you were embarrassed or 
something.” 


"She was," Kaitlyn chimed in. "Christian bullshit, you know?" 


"Yeah, gay shame, blah blah blah," Chloe grumbled. "Can we 
change the topic now?" 


"Sure," Megan agreed. "Say, Ashley, didn't you send those pictures 
to Natalie?" 


"Which pictures?" Ashley and Natalie asked over each other. 


"The illusion ones." 


"Oh. Those?" Ashley shook her head. "No, they didn't come out 
right. You couldn't tell what it was supposed to be at all." 


"What pictures?" Natalie repeated, then dropped her jaw when | 
recreated the illusory image of the group cosplay on the table. 


"Weird," Mike said. 
Nick raised an eyebrow. 
"It's weird!" Mike insisted. "Why does magic have scan-lines?" 


| stifled a self-conscious titter. "Oh, uh, that's on me. They already 
look so much like Star Wars holograms | decided to add them 
myself.” 


"Oh." 
"| like it!" Natalie said. 
It was Mike's turn to roll his eyes. "Nerds. All of you." 


"If you're showing off, | want to see you turn into a fox," Chloe told 
me. "Assuming June wasn't pulling our leg about that?" 


"/ want to see whatever it was she wouldn't do with other people 
around," Ashley said. "Megan wouldn't tell us what it is." 


Kaitlyn and Natalie looked at me with interest, and Chloe jumped on 
the bandwagon with a quick, "Oh, good idea!" 


| glanced at the front of the shop to confirm the window shades were 
down, then shrugged and got to my feet. "All right, sure. I'll need a 
volunteer-" 


Ashley bounced out of her seat before | could even finish the word, 
so | aimed my palm her way. Everyone at the table reacted with 
surprise and alarm except Megan... and Ashley herself, who yelled 
"Awesome!" and offered me a high five, which | accepted. 


"This is getting out of hand!" Natalie complained. "Now there are two 
of them!" 


AN: Your assigned reading this week is Battle Action Harem 
Highschool Side Character Quest. Don't ask me how or why it is that 
the series doesn't exist in this timeline but fanwork does because | 
have no fucking clue how that happened. Maybe there are also 
timelines where Valkyrie Core is ‘the’ wildly successful multimedia 
VN franchise and the only trace of the Fate/ series is an offbeat, one- 
update-a-year quest on Sufficient Velocity. 
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Chapter 109: Contrast 


For one reason or another, I'd been spending gradually more time in 
the Warehouse, particularly during the seven hours | would be 
sleeping if | still needed eight hours of sleep. Rita caught me 
practicing the naginata in the sparring area of the gym one such 
evening. I'd naively assumed that an unfading memory of nearly a 
decade of practice would prevent me from growing rusty, but my 
recent practice sessions implied otherwise; everything | did felt 
wrong. 


| was so distracted | didn't notice she was watching me until she 
spoke. 


"Cass." 

"What?" | asked. "Oh, hey, Rita. How're you doing?" 
"Well enough. Yourself?" 

"Antsy, but healthy.” 


She nodded in acknowledgment and sent a look at my naginata. 
"Still using that old thing, | see." 


"This ‘old thing' served me faithfully for years." | tapped the butt of 
the weapon on the ground for emphasis. "| learned to use it pretty 
well, if | do say so myself." 


Rita walked over and pulled a wooden staff out of a box. Her smile 
was all teeth. 


"Show me." 
| didn't. | wasn't just ‘rusty’, | was downright clumsy. 


"Your footwork is terrible," she said as | climbed to my feet for the 
third time in as many minutes. "I'm surprised you survived the Jump 
fighting like that." 


"Ouch," | whined. "I swear | wasn't this bad last Jump, but | don't 
know what I'm doing wrong. It's like my muscle memory is all 
messed up-actually, hold on." | swapped to my Lina form, then took 
up a stance again. "Yeah, this feels a lot better for some reason." 


Rita didn't roll her eyes, but the look she gave me conveyed much 
the same reaction. "It's your wings, Cass. Your balance is off 
because you're used to fighting with a counterweight on your back." 


"Oh." | pouted as | wiped my forehead with the back of one hand. 
"I'm going to have to learn how to use a naginata all over again, 
aren't |?" 


"Depends on how well you can apply your new training to your old 
techniques. Or you could wait until you get a perk for it." 


"Nah, fuck that. | learned it the hard way once and | can do it again." 
She nodded in approval. "Need help?" 

"Clearly," | deadpanned. "Err, if you don't mind, | mean." 

"Not at all. Lose the feathers and we'll go back to basics." 

So | did. Rita put me through my paces on (re)learning proper 
balance and footwork over the next few hours, Knocking me over 
every time | fell back into old habits and put my weight too far out in 
front. It was not fun; | Knew intellectually that learning skills took time, 


but | fe/t that | had already learned this one and was incredibly 
frustrated that I'd backslid. 


"You'd think Transformation Mentat would apply to stuff like this," | 
complained after Rita demonstrated another error by knocking me on 
my ass with her wooden stick. "It's supposed to handle body-shape- 
coordination issues, right?" 


She nodded as she pulled me to my feet. "| would think so." 


"SO why isn't it? Is it because I'm using a big stick rather than just my 
body? Or is the problem that | didn't have it when | originally learned 

these skills? Or maybe it'd let me adjust moves for a normal body to 

accommodate extra limbs, but not vice versa?" 


"Practice makes permanent," she observed. "Again." 


| did the form again, paying particular attention to how my body 
worked through each motion. Rita sat back and watched this time, 
and | made it through un-toppled. 


"Looks like it does,” she said. 
| didn't follow. "What does?" 


"Your perk. You did everything correctly, just like when you showed 
me how you do it with wings." 


"Seriously? How does that make sense? It only works if | know it 
should?" 


Rita shrugged. "Well, it's working now." It was dismissive, but there 
was an argument to be made that trying to understand the inner 
workings of anything Management did was a fool's errand. | was 
absolutely the type of fool to try, but this wasn't the time or place for 
it: case in point, Rita was already raising her practice polearm into a 
ready stance. 


"Come on," she said. "Let's see how you do in action." 


| still lost horribly, but they were among the most instructive losses I'd 
ever suffered. 


"| should get going,” | said when my watch hit 4 am-and not just 
because | was oh-for-twenty-something by this point. "Thanks for the 
help-l'd still be practicing the same wrong moves if you hadn't 
noticed." 


"| enjoy teaching," Rita replied. "If you have time, we should keep 
this up. Might save your life some Jump." 


"In that case, I'd be a fool to turn you down. I'm usually in here 
overnight-" 


"Time isn't linear between the Warehouse and the outside world," 
she reminded me. "Just ask Dragon to page me if you want help, 
and if I'm not busy, I'll come over." 

"Okay. See you... at some point in the future, then." 
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School started up for the fall like it did every year, which | mostly 
noticed because teenage foot traffic past the windows went from an 
all-day thing to a 7:30 am thing. The shop remained quiet. No 
highschoolers stopped by to make a table 'theirs’. 


| really missed the kids. 

"Going to dress up this year?" Homura asked as we watched the 
evening news, more for the ritual than anything else. It wasn't even 
October yet and the talking heads were already going on about this 
year's Christmas. 

"| don't know," | replied. "I skipped last year out of solidarity..." 
"Solidarity?" 


"Strawfield High banned Halloween costumes.” 


She let out a single, quiet laugh. 


"This Halloween?" | continued, returning to the original topic. "I don't 
know. If | think of something, maybe." 


"You miss the kids." 
"Am | that obvious about it?" 
"| am very observant," Homura deadpanned. 


"And you know me too well," | quipped. "Yeah, | miss 'em. I'll adjust. 
People sitting around and drinking tea is nice when it happens." 


She nodded, then demonstrated that she really was 'very observant. 


"Is there something else bothering you? You've been spending more 
time in the Warehouse over the past month." 


"I'm not sure," | admitted. "I'm feeling kind of... bored, | guess." 
"With your job?" 


"All of it, | think." | waved at the apartment. "The whole Jump. | 
mean, | don't regret how we've spent the last few years at all. I'm 
glad we did it. But... well, it reminds me why | wasn't happy with the 
world | was born into in the first place." 


Homura, sensing an incoming rant, grabbed the remote and muted 
the TV. 


| took a deep breath and leaned back into the couch. "Like, | got rid 
of all the things holding me back from having a ‘normal’ life-and I'm 
thankful for all the magic bullshit remedies that made that happen, 
seriously-but | didn't really want a normal life in the first place. I'm 
glad | got to experience it for comparison's sake, but... | dunno. I'm 
not satisfied." 


"Maybe you'd feel better if you weren't working forty hours a week." 


"Well, on the one hand, part of me is proud that | can work those 
forty hours. | was really insecure about not working after | dropped 
out of college." 


"Capitalist cultures tend to categorize people as either ‘productive’ or 
‘defective'," she observed. 


"Yeah. On the other hand, I'm not against working less. Even after all 
the things stopping me from working a generic 9-to-5 job magically 
disappeared, it's not a particularly great experience, and I've seen 
enough over the last couple decades to throw that sort of thinking in 
the bin." 


"Is that why you're getting tired of running the shop?" 

| grimaced and waggled a hand. "Not... exactly. My problem right 
now isn't that I'm overworked or don't have enough leisure time. 
It's... something else." 


"Satisfaction?" 


"Something like that. Satisfaction, fulfillment, whatever you call it. 
What's the capstone of the hierarchy of needs again?" 


"Self-actualization, for the original model," Homura replied promptly. 


"Yeah, that. My job is... I'm basically an interface for people to 
exchange money for goods. It's not filling that need." 


"Well, what would?" 
"Hell if | Know." 


I'd asked myself that question already. I'd lived three lives in the past 
three jumps: professional superhero, engineering officer, and royal 
knight. What was it that I'd gotten out of those lives? Authority? 
Fame? Power? 


| didn't relish authority because | didn't particularly like being the one 
responsible for things-the place the buck stopped, as it were-though 
| was more comfortable with it than | had been. Fame was a double- 
edged sword and more trouble than it was worth-especially in 
‘modern’ societies. As for power, | had more than enough at my 
fingertips right this moment. 


But there was a common denominator to be found there. 
"| mean, | have some ideas," | allowed. 
"Oh?" 


"| think, to some degree, | want... not 'respect' exactly. What's the 
word..." 


A few seconds later, | snapped my fingers as | found it. 


"| want acclaim," | said. "| want to be known for being good at 
something. No, more than that; | want to be held up as an example 
of someone who is great at something. | think | always have-wanted 
that, | mean." 


"That would be 'esteem'," Homura noted. "The level below 'self- 
actualization’' on Maslow's original hierarchy, if it matters." 


"Well, maybe it's that, then-and | don't think it does." 


She nodded once and moved on from semantics. "What did you 
want to be good at? Was there something specific you wanted to be 
good at as a child?" 


"| don't think so. | daydreamed about being a great scientist, or 
author, or musician... but | never seriously considered pursuing any 
of those things. | could imagine myself in those roles, but | couldn't 
see myself getting there." | harrumphed. "I think that's one of the 
things that drove me to such despair at home: | wanted acclaim, but | 
didn't feel like | had any chance of success." 


"Why not?" 
A frustratingly easy question. 


"| gave up too easily," | answered. "! don't mean in hindsight-even 
back home, | knew | gave up too easily. | knew, intellectually, that 
expecting to get something right on the first try every time was 
unreasonable. But I'd gotten so used to things coming easily as a kid 
that when | grew up and faced problems that needed more effort, | 
wasn't able to keep going in the face of adversity. 


"| think understanding the problem hurt more than it helped, to be 
honest. | Knew with perfect clarity that the thing standing between 
me and my dreams was me. Is it any wonder | had such terrible self- 
esteem? 


"The cherry on top of that whole depressive sundae was that | felt 
powerless to ‘fix' myself. How was | supposed to do anything about it 
when any attempt to change needed the same sort of effort | was 
trying to address my unwillingness or inability to put into anything? 
The key was behind the lock." 


"You've hardly been idle since you joined us," Homura pointed out. 
"Has everything you've done since you joined been easy?" 


"No, of course not-but being powerless to 'fix' myself hardly matters 
when there's literal reality-warping bullshit that will do it for me. | took 
a perk right out the gate that helps me deal with psychological issues 
with only a bit of introspection-and a different perk that helped 
prevent me from having a goddamn nervous breakdown twenty 
times in my first month as an ‘adventurer’, but that's neither here nor 
there." 


"Was struggling to apply yourself a psychological issue, then?" 
"A learned one, | think," | agreed. "Like | said, | didn't really face any 


challenges until high school, and... well, | read once that praising 
kids for putting in effort encourages them to try harder, while praising 


them for being smart or athletic means they'll tend to give up if they 
don't do well the first time because they fear proving those 
statements wrong by failing again. I'm pretty sure my parents praised 
me for being smart." 


"Because you struggled with persistence?" 


"Well, yes, but I'm not basing that solely off my life problems. They 
valued intelligence-especially my dad." 


| took a deep breath because | knew damn well | was about to start 
something just shy of a rant. 


"The thing about my dad is... he's brilliant, maybe even 'a genius’, 
and he was proud of that. He took pride in his accomplishments, of 
course-he was one of the top names in his field when he was 
younger, and he was proud of the work he'd done and the 
contributions he'd made-but he also put a lot of value in being smart 
enough to do those things, not just the doing itself. 


"That's probably where | learned what to want in life, you know? 
When | was growing up, | learned-by example, to some extent-that 
the thing to strive for in life was to be great at something, and for 
people to know you were great at that thing. Maybe not everyone, 
but the people who mattered, at least, however that might be judged. 
That's why | wanted acclaim, even awe if | could get it. | wanted 
people to recognize my name, for them to want to meet me just 
because of who | was and what I'd done." 


Homura hummed as she considered my rambling. 
"You wanted fans," she summarized. 


"|... yeah, | guess | did. It sounds kind of conceited when you put it 
like that, though." 


"Would you prefer it if | said you wanted to be the nexus of 
parasocial relationships?" 


"No." 


"| didn't think so." Homura held her usual stern expression a moment 
longer, then gave me an encouraging smile. "Regardless, it wasn'ta 
criticism. | only pointed it out because | wanted to ask why you were 
so uncomfortable learning that you have them." 


"You mean fans of my 'character'?" | asked, finger-quotes on full 
display. "That's not really the same thing. Like, Jenn wasn't a fan of 
what I've done, she was a fan of what | might have done someday. 
Don't get me wrong, I'm incredibly flattered that she looks at me as 
someone like that, but it doesn't feel like she's really impressed by 
me, if that makes sense. 


"Actually, come to think of it, that's one thing about last Jump that 
was a real drag: | had importance handed to me by virtue of being a 
princess, and god that sounds so lame to complain about out loud." | 
sighed and rested my face in my hand. "| mean, to some extent, 
that's true of everything I've done since | got here-| didn't earn the 
skills that let me survive my Generic Fantasy Roleplaying Game 
adventure, or the superpowers and interpersonal magic that got me 
through Worm-but those weren't as bad because at least | had to 
use what | got to make people pay attention to me, you know?" 


"You might have gotten a head start from perks, but you still had to 
achieve something with them." 


"Yeah," | agreed. "Though now that | think about it, | did put in the 
full, proper amount of work in Trek." 


"With the shuttle?" 


"And my work on transwarp in general. No perks-well, Max's super- 
teaching and my memory perk are borderline, but..." 


"You had to put in work to gain and use all the skills you needed." 


"Yeah, and | did it. | earned my respect that Jump. Like, the day | 
boarded Voyager, the captain approached me and told me he'd read 
the paper | wrote in the academy-and not just him, because the 
engineers responsible for designing the new Voyager-class cruisers 
had used it to make some final adjustments to the hull. That one 
moment of recognition was exactly the thing I'd always wanted, | 
think." 


She nodded. "It's what your father did, isn't it? Become known for 
being very good in a specific field." 


"Yeah, I-bleh." | pulled a face. "That kind of tarnishes it a little." 
"Why?" 


"Because it feels less like | made my own way and more like I'm 
following the path set out to me. | feel... railroaded?" 


"But it's what you wanted, isn't it?" 
"Maybe? | don't know anymore." 


"Cass," Homura said gently. "Don't think too hard about it. You 
respect your parents, right?" 


"Sure." 

"Then why does it matter if your parents wanted the same thing in 
their own lives? Following in someone's footsteps because you look 
up to them doesn't make the choice not your own." 


"Yeah, | know. | mean, | guess | didn't Know, but you're right." 


Homura glanced at the remote, then at me. The unspoken question: 
Shall we go back to watching the news? 


"How are you doing?" | asked. "Eager for the Jump to end, or still 
savoring the simple pleasures?" 


"A little of both," she replied. "It's bittersweet having such a nice life, 
but not being able to share it with my oldest friends." 


| moved my hand onto hers and gave it a squeeze. 
"Someday," | promised. 


"Someday," Homura agreed. She worked her jaw for a moment 
before continuing, "I've been thinking about 'when'’." 


"To go home?" 


"Yes. | mentioned that | was concerned | wouldn't have enough 
power-or powers-to do the job." 


| nodded. "You said that after Max decided to bring Zion on." 


"| did; however, my concerns regarding my abilities were-and are-an 
excuse. Barring exceptional circumstances, the upgrades | receive 
from staying with the ‘chain will be incremental at best." 


She paused. "I will admit to... trepidation regarding the ‘point of no 
return’, so to speak. There are a great many unknowns. | don't know 
what sort of contingencies the Incubators have in place or what they 
can do if | push them hard enough. All | can do is take as many tools 
as possible with me to manage situations as they happen, and I'll 
never know if | have enough to handle the unknown unknowns." 


"When you say 'unknown unknowns’, it sounds like you mean 
‘outside context problems'." 


"And if | do?" 


"Then I'd like to remind you that one of the major benefits of joining 
the ‘chain is that you get to be the outside context problem." 


Homura did her best to give me a stern look, but her lip twitched 
upwards against her will. "Perhaps. Regardless, that isn't the reason 
I'm still here." 


| raised an eyebrow as an invitation to continue. 


"The truth is that there's really only one more thing that | nee-that | 
want," she corrected herself. "Something I'm less and less hopeful I'll 
ever find.” 


Of course. 
"Among infinitely many universes-" | began. 


Homura shook her head hard enough to swing her hair into her face. 
"We will never have visited infinitely many universes." 


She took a second to pull her hair back into place with a flick that 
send it fluttering like a sheet-in total defiance of both physics and the 
limiting factor of sitting on a couch-before continuing, "No matter how 
long | stay, | will only ever have visited a finite number of worlds-a 
literally infinitesimal slice of those ‘infinitely many universes'-and 
many of those I've already visited are among the places | would 
have chosen to look were | given the choice. | have perks for 
breaking pacts and ignoring rules. I've had more than one literal God 
look at my 'condition"-she raised the hand | wasn't holding to display 
the ring-"only to scratch their heads and admit they can't help. So | 
began looking for loopholes: unintended applications of perks and 
abilities, like Shard Administration. Ways to cheat reality itself. 
None of those worked either. Maybe nothing will." 


| squeezed her hand again in lieu of a response because | had no 
idea what to say; my first instinct was to say something like, "Of 
course there's something that will do it," but we'd both know it was 
an empty platitude. | didn't want to suggest she stop hoping, but | 
didn't want to invalidate her concerns, either. 


Are you okay with not having a solution? | discarded that response 
as well; whatever her reply, it wouldn't bring her any comfort. 


"| don't know if there's anything | can do to help," | said, "but if there 
is, I'll do it. | promise." 


“Thank you." Homura removed her hand from mine so she could slip 
her arm around my shoulders. "Don't worry. I'm not giving up yet." 


"I'm not sure you know how to give up." 
"By your own admission, you would be the ideal teacher." 


| barked out a bitter laugh. "I know you're joking, but it's still a part of 
myself I..."-hated-"... | never thought I'd escape, you know?" 


"| understand." 


Homura slipped her hand free of my shoulders so she could reach 
over and pick up the remote, but she didn't unmute the television just 
yet. 


"I've said it before, but thank you for this." She waved at the 
apartment around us. "! may not know how to give up, but this life 
has reminded me why | started in the first place, and why it's worth it. 
So: thank you." 


"Well, thank you for sharing it with me." 

| let out a relaxing sigh and leaned my shoulder against hers, and 
she leaned into mine as well. | expected her to unmute the 
television, but the silence continued. 


"You remember you said something about how we're put into lives 
whose personalities match our own?" | asked. 


"We were discussing what to do this Jump," Homura recalled. 
"Why?" 


"| was just thinking that the more you relax, the easier it is to see 
how my memories of 'Emily' fit you." 


"| could say the same of you..." 


She paused, then raised her hand and flicked my forehead. 


“Doofus." 


"Goddamn it Emmy, you've been doing that since we were five!" 


==XS=XS=X--- 
"Cassandra?" 
"Yeah?" 


"Remember when you said people sitting around drinking tea in here 
was nice?" 


It was the middle of October, and Homura and | were nearly finished 
closing the store the same way we did five days a week. 


"Yeah," | answered. "You thinking about a promotion or something?" 


"Or something," she echoed. "| considered surprising you with it, but 
| didn't think you'd appreciate having it Sprung on you." 


"Uh oh." 

"Don't give me that," Homura chided me. "You'll like it." 
"What is it?" 

"I'll show you when we're done." 


Sure enough, once the last few chores were done, she led me back 
to the storage room. The last time she'd ‘surprised’ me like this, it 
had been with the taiyaki pans, so | wasn't particularly concerned as 
| watched her pull a drape of another large, flat 'not-surprise’... which 
turned out to be a new drink menu printed on some sort of thick 
acrylic, all set to be hung behind the counter and featuring tea, tea, 
tea, and tea, in four times again as many varieties than the simple 
boxed teabags we'd been serving for years. 


There was only one problem | could see with the idea. 


"| don't actually know how to make any of this stuff." 


"It's tea, Cassandra. The biggest change is that you'll give them a 
teapot of boiling water instead of pointing them at a dispenser." 


"I'm pretty sure Jasmine Pearls don't come in a teabag," | noted, 
pointing to the offending item. 


"You won't be responsible for preparing them." 
"All right. When were you planning to get this started?" 


"We'll launch it as soon as everything gets here," Homura answered. 
"The teapots should arrive tomorrow, but we won't receive the new 
furniture until next week." 


"New furniture?" 


"| ordered proper coffee shop-style wooden tables and metal chairs 
to replace the cheap plastic ones we have now." 


"Cool." 


"| had a new sign made, as well." Another sheet came off a much 
larger object to reveal that our bakery now had a subtitle: 


Home Sweet Home 
Tea and Pastry Cafe 


"Nice," | said as | admired the revised sign. "Makes me wonder why 
we didn't do this earlier." 


Homura sighed. "The town wouldn't let us build a greenhouse on the 
roof, remember?" 


"Oh, yeah." | chuckled at the memory. 


"Wait, hold up-" 


Homura had not, in fact, built a greenhouse somewhere in town; 
she'd 'merely' taken the time to find some good specialty tea 
suppliers (or built the greenhouse in the Warehouse; | elected not to 
clarify.) | helped myself to some under the guise of ‘quality control’ 
and confirmed it was, indeed, good. 


We launched our new offerings on schedule, and the shop gained 
both a new crowd and a persistent aroma of tea. Our tea cakes sold 
like never before. 


In fact, it may have worked a little too well. 


The break room in the shop had been a deliberate afterthought in the 
original floor-plans, back when Homura and | had been operating 
under the assumption that we'd be the only employees. It was 
serviceable for two people and a little tight with three. With Homura, 
Lizzie, Albert, George, Ron, and | all crammed in for a meeting, 
cramped didn't even begin to describe it. 


| called the meeting to order. Then | walked over and paused the 
dryer cycle so people could hear me call the meeting to order. (It 
wasn't so much that the dryer was ‘that loud' as much as the room 
being ‘that small.) 


"SO I'm sure you've all noticed that business has been picking up," | 
began, "and having only one person behind the counter at a time is 
leaving us a little overworked." 


There were murmurs of agreement. The stream of customers wasn't 
‘overwhelming’, but it was steady enough that the one behind the 
counter rarely had time to take care of the rest of the shop. 


"As such," | continued, "we're planning to move to two-person shifts, 
at least during the busiest parts of the day." 


"Is that going to change how much we make?" Ron asked. "We 
share our profit according to hours worked, so if people work more 
hours..." 


"Are you going to make less per hour?" | finished for him, then 
smiled as | answered, "Not a chance. We're only having this 
‘problem'"'-airquotes-"because we're doing such good business. The 
plan is to add about half again as many hours to the schedule, and 
the increase in revenue from our new service is well above that." 


"Sweet-uh, no pun intended." 


The rest of the meeting was simply working out the details of who'd 
pick up the double-up hours. 


"Guess this is goodbye to Don's," Lizzie said as we headed out into 
the hall. 


"Right?" Al agreed. "I'll be making just as much money with half the 
hours worked!" 


"I'll be making twice as much with the same number of hours 
worked!" 


They high-fived. 


| shared a glance with Homura, who merely noted, "Employee 
morale seems high." 


==-XS=SXK==X=-- 


Halloween happened, then Thanksgiving; we drove up to visit Max 
and Gary in Moperville for the latter, though-privately, in my own 
mind-I almost wished we hadn't. Even six months later, Zeke's 
disappearance loomed large, and conversation around the dinner 
table was stilted and awkward as we all tiptoed around the elephant 
in the room. 


Max's cooking was fucking incredible, though. She was the model 
chef for the food we got from the Palace, so you could argue I'd 
been eating her cooking for years, but that didn't make it any less 
amazing. 


| also got to meet Abby, Zeke's gray housecat, who came to rub her 
head against my ankles as we got ready to eat. "Hello," | cooed. "Do 
you want me to pet you?" 


"Zeke?" she asked. 

"No, | don't Know where Zeke is." 

Abby immediately lost interest in her visitor. 
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"It's weird not having Zeke around," Tina said. "I didn't spend a lot of 
time with him after | headed off to Uni, but we still talked often 
enough that | feel the difference." 


Since we were in Moperville already, it seemed like a good time to 
check in on Tina in person. She was home for Thanksgiving, and 
thus only a few houses away from the mess that had been the 
Vahn's family holiday. Neither of us minded the cold, so we decided 
to sit on the front steps to chat rather than try to find privacy in the 
house. 


"What did they tell everyone?" | asked. "I was going to ask Max 
about it, but she's still fuming, and it didn't seem smart to bring it up." 


"The truth, more or less: he's missing and no one knows how to find 
him. Tedd leaned on me until | admitted it was probably magic- 
related, which might have been a mistake. They took his 
disappearance kind of hard." 


"The group, or Tedd specifically?" 


"| meant the latter; I'm not sure about the others." 
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"Looking back on it," Tina continued, "| think Tedd projected on Zeke 
a bit. Think about it: you had a really shy, anxious, avoidant kid find 
friends and come out of their shell, only to realize that this whole 
time there was another shy, anxious, avoidant kid going to school 
right alongside them." 


Mrs. Redding smiled and waved through the window, and | returned 
the gesture before turning back to Tina. 


"Zeke did say Tedd was determined to be his friend," | recalled. "You 
think that's why?" 


"That's my theory." 
"So what does ‘kind of hard' mean?" 


"They got into a yelling match with their dad over the investigation," 
Tina explained. "Mr. Verres tried to settle them down by promising 
he'd tell them if he learned anything, but | think what Tedd heard is 
‘We have no idea, so it's up to you.' They spent the next month and 
half performing increasingly outlandish magiscientific experiments to 
try to figure out where he'd gone until Max came over and told them 
to knock it off herself. And of course, Pandora's been poking around 
a bunch too, since she's gotten curious..." 


"Is that bad?" 
"Well, Zero's had to stay scarce." 
"Why?" 


"You didn't hear?" Tina asked. "She managed to piss off Pandora 
enough that she's been trying to kill her whenever they cross paths." 


"Pandora is trying to kill Zero, or..." 


"Yeah, sorry, Pandora is the one who wants Zero dead. Zero might 
be able to beat her in a fight-I'm not sure how strong Pandora is, but 
that's the impression | got from Max-but Max doesn't want Pandora 
dead, which is how Zero tends to end fights, so now that she- 
Pandora-has been getting more involved, Zero's been avoiding the 
area. Well, again, that's what Max said; I've barely spoken to Zero 
since | joined, so this is all second-hand." 


Sounded like that 'Immortal Enemy' drawback was a bit more 
inconvenient than Zero had expected. 


"But back on topic," Tina continued, "Tedd is still looking for a way to 
solve the problem, and I'd be surprised if their friends weren't helping 
out as much as they can. Unfortunately, given the situation..." 

"They can't." 

"Yeah." 


Bummer. 


| sighed, stretched, and changed the topic. "So, what're you doing 
these days?" 


"Grad student stuff at MVU. I'm also a TA for the two metaphysics 
classes that don't officially exist." 


"How does that work?" 


"More or less like most urban fantasy stuff," she replied. "They're 
only there if you're supposed to Know about them." 


"Literally or just bureaucratically?" 


"The latter. They're ‘unlisted’, not 'in a lecture hall that only opens to 
the worthy'." 


"You could have just said ‘by invite only’," | pointed out. 


"That's not as dramatic, though." 
| shook my head and sighed. "Magic and its drama." 
"Quite." 


We sat and watched a sprinkling of lazy snowflakes drift down onto 
the Redding family lawn, where they immediately melted and 
disappeared without a trace. It made me feel like the weather was 
waiting for the Christmas season to arrive properly before dumping 
snow all over the countryside. 


"Oh, right!" | exclaimed. "| keep forgetting to ask: what happened 
with your project? The tinkertech thing?" 


Tina huffed. "In a word? Frustration. | was half right-there is cheating 
going on, but it's in the ‘build’ stage, not the finished product, which 
is not what | wanted to learn." 


"Why?" 
Her eyes narrowed in annoyance. "Because it means my 
‘superpower'-and maybe all tinker powers-isn't knowledge of 


advanced technology, it's the ability to create that technology with 
the ‘wrong’ steps." 


"Is that worse than it just being cheating and not technology at all?" | 
asked. 


"Yes! If it wasn't technology at all, at least the problem wouldn't be 
that | don't ‘get’ it!" 


"Oh. Yeah, | can see why that would be an unpleasant discovery." 
"It hit me right in the pride, Cass." 


| considered cracking a joke-Well, it is a big target-but elected to go 
for a simple "Ouch" instead. 


"Yeah," Tina agreed. "It's not what | wanted to learn, but that's 
science for you sometimes." 


"Any other interesting stories from grad school?" 

Tina rubbed her chin and hummed as she thought. "Oh, this is a 
good one. | had a funny encounter back in September, not long after 
classes started up.” 

"Oh? What happened?" 

"A freshman showed up to one of the metaphysics labs with a cat." 

| facepalmed. Seriously, Megan? 

Tina cracked up at my reaction. "Hold on, it gets better. |, obviously, 
told her that pets aren't allowed in class, so the girl says to the cat, 
"You said you were invisible!’, and the cat replies, 'l said "invisible to 


normals". You're the one who brought me to magic class!" 


| couldn't decide whether to laugh or sigh and ended up splitting the 
difference. "So, you met Megan." 


"| did indeed. Did Jenn introduce you?" 

"Other way around, actually..." | gave her a brief account of the last 
couple years’ worth of interactions with Megan and her friends. "I 
guess I'm not surprised you ran into each other." 


"I'd think not," Tina replied, "given that you more or less aimed her 
right at me." 


"You say that like it's a bad thing. So, did you let the cat stay?" 


"| told her that if she looked like a cat, she was going to be treated 
like a cat." 


| frowned. "That feels vaguely discriminatory." 


"Oh, don't you start!" 

---X==X==X--- 

| teleported home, as planned, then ducked into my Warehouse 
bedroom and dialled 000 on my cell. Management picked up 
immediately, as always. 

"Management speaking." 

"Hi," | said. "It's me, obviously." 

"Ms. Rolins. What do you want?" 

"| wanted to ask about Zeke." 

"Of course you do," they grumbled. "Fine. What is it?" 

"How is he doing?" 

"You can ask him about it when he's done." 

"Okay, then, how long is he going to be in there?" 

"Five years, as far as you're concerned." 

That's what I'd been afraid of. "Why five years?" 

"He'll be back at the end of the Jump," Management said, then 
headed off my line of questioning by clarifying, "I'm not going to bring 
him back early for your convenience.” 

"What about for his convenience?" 


"Also no." 


"What about 'in the interest of not being a dick'?" 


"It's amusing you think | care, but the answer is still no, and that is 
final." 


"Would it really take that much effort to bring him back sooner, from 
Our perspective?" 


Final’ means final, Ms. Rolins," they snapped. 
"Fine. Can you at least tell me why?" 
Management responded by hanging up on me. 
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Chapter 110: The Night Before Christmas 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 110: The Night Before Christmas 


Zero dropped in on me during the wee hours of Christmas Day. 
“Valkyrie Core?” she asked over my shoulder. 


“Hi, Zero,” | said, doing my best to pretend | hadn’t nearly jumped out 
of my seat from her sudden and unexpected presence. “I heard you 
got banished from North America or something.” 


“| wasn't banished,” Zero whined. “I was just laying low. Letting the 
heat die down. Not rocking the boat. Which route are you doing?” 


“Hmm?” Ah, right, the game. “Oh, | don’t think I’ve hit a decision 
point yet. Not sure how much longer I’m going to keep playing, to be 
honest.” 


“So you didn’t decide to practice dating 2D girls before going back on 
the market?” 


“Very funny.” 
“Just ’cause Zeke got shanghaied, then.” 
“Yeah.” 


Putting aside my thoughts about that whole ‘Management chucking 
Zeke into another Jump’ situation didn’t mean I'd actually forgotten 
about it. | couldn’t do anything to affect it, and | accepted that, but | 
still wanted to know what was happening to him and what he was 


going through, and that curiosity had led me to the original source 
material. 


“You said he was in the Enhanced Visual Novel continuity, and | 
started wondering how different the VN was from the anime, so | 
decided to take a look myself.” | quit my current game and spun my 
desk chair around to face Zero, whose current outfit resembled a 
Valkyrie frame for obvious reasons. “I See why you said it does a 
good job adapting the VN. They didn’t change much.” 


“They did stick Anna into the main cast,” Zero pointed out. “She 
ended up being super popular with the fans, so the anime featuring 
her is pure fanservice.” 


“And you're a fan.” 


“Well, duh. Stone-cold badass who’s stronger than an entire army, 
hash-tag relatable.” 


“Does she even appear in the VN as anything other than the name 
on top of every sim scoreboard?” | asked. “Or was it just a case of 
people memeing about her ranking?” 


“She does, for your information, but only in Shuri’s route. Oh, and if 
you beat enough of her scores, but that’s so fucking hard it’s 
practically an easter egg.” 


“Yeah, I’m not even going to try.” 


She scoffed. “I’ve done it; it’s not worth it. It did kick off twenty 
different urban legends about her having a route, which is always 
fun.” Zero caught sight of herself in the mirror above my dresser and 
tried a few ‘action poses’ in front of it. “Is it wrong that | hope he 
brings back a bunch of extra cores?” 


The question was so quintessentially ‘Zero’ | didn’t even sigh. “He’s 
stranded in a world going through a weird eldritch bug war and has 


almost certainly been drafted to fight in said war, and you want 
souvenirs?” 


“Hey, if he’s stuck there anyway...” 
“| hope he brings you a t-shirt.” 
She clutched her hands to her heart as though in pain. 


“Besides, don’t the frames have personalities or intellect or 
something?” | asked. “Seems kinda iffy to just up and grab a bunch 
of ’em.” 


“Pretty sure that’s only the anime-but that’d be fun, though! Imagine 
Jumping in as someone’s frame. You could indulge in a bit of that 
‘consensual possession’, eh?” 


“Zero!” 


“Wha-a-at? | told you, there ain’t much our band of immortal 
perverted dumb-asses can’t do safely, sanely, and consensually. 
Unwind a little, sheesh. Shit, | wonder if we’ve been to Kill La kill 
yet-” 


| didn’t Know where she was going with that and didn’t care to find 
out. “Were you around for the Warframe Jump?” 


She switched topics as readily as I’d hoped. “I wish!” Zero mourned. 
“No, | haven't been here that long, so | missed a lot of great Jumps. 
Why?” 


“Your aesthetic reminds me of Warframe a little.” 


“Ah.” She glanced down at her fake Valk frame, then back at my 
monitor, which was still displaying the Valkyrie Core DX main menu 
(and cast). “Yeah, | guess | mixed a bit of that in. Anyway, what’d’ya 
think of the flight sim portions?” 


| relaxed as the topic switched to something | was very comfortable 
discussing: games. “I didn’t expect it to have ‘flight sim portions’,” | 
admitted. “I was amused when the game reacted to me not being 
ready for it, though.” Valkyrie Core was a pretty pure talk-sprites- 
and-text visual novel for the first hour or so, so suddenly switching 
from ‘dialogue slide-show’ to ‘full 3D action game’ was a rather 
shocking swerve-one | was pretty sure the game fully intended. 


Zero grinned as she remembered the joke. “Yeah, that’s a good gag. 
You didn’t answer the question, though.” 


“They’re... okay?” | hedged. “The controls are a little janky, and the 
HUD gets way too cluttered sometimes.” 


“If you think they’re bad in the Enhanced Edition, you'd have lost 
your shit trying to play the original.” 


“Probably.” Sitting when the only other person in the room was 
standing-well, floating in a standing position-was starting to feel 
weird, so | finally got up and took a spot leaning against the wall. 


“Definitely!” she insisted. “The old controls gimbal locked all the 
fucking time. It made getting to the end of some routes a total pain in 
the ass.” 


“It amuses me that how well you do at the flight sim portions affects 
the routes.” 


“Well, they had to make it relevant somehow, right?” 


| shrugged, and neither of us spoke for a few seconds until Zero’s 
grin suddenly doubled, making it clear she’d just had a thought. “Say, 
you liked Darksiders, right? | bet you’d get a kick out of Soulhunter. 
It’s a 3D stylish-action RPG where you level up by romancing your 
weapons.” 


More dating games? “| assume they’re all moe-anthropomorphized?” 


“Less than you’d think! Every weapon has a ‘spirit’, but they’re 
mostly just so they can have facial expressions in dialogue. The 
actual ‘dates’ you use to build affection for dialogue events involve 
hacking demons into tiny pieces.” Zero was now waving around a 
variety of melee weapons as she spoke, which would have worried 
me more if | couldn’t tell they were just as intangible as she was. 


“And they get jealous if you use another weapon instead?” | 
guessed. 


“Nah, you’re supposed to max them all and score a harem. Even the 
yandere one is down for it. Damn, it’d be hilarious to Jump that with 
Darkness-there’s a battleaxe who’s the only weapon whose affection 
goes up when you get hit.” 


“Instead of losing affection?” 


Zero shook her head. “Nah, damage just interferes with whatever 
you're supposed to be doing. Messes up your combo count and shit 
like that. You should play it-the writing’s great, and the combat isn’t 
half bad either. You'd like it.” 


“Or | could play another, different game that doesn’t involve dating.” 
“Well, yeah, but why?” 


“Because even if | like it, I’d like it despite the premise rather than 
because of it?” 


“No, | meant, ‘Why avoid games that involve dating’?” 

“Dating sims weird me out,” | answered. “Actually, romance in video 
games weirds me out regardless of how large a component of the 
game it is. The whole setup makes me vaguely uncomfortable-” 


“All dating does that!” 


| rolled my eyes. 


“Sorry,” Zero said. “Go on.” 


“The thing that weirds me out about romance options in games is 
that for the most part, they exist to be ‘caught’. It’s particularly bad in 
dating sims because all of the girls-and-slash-or guys, | guess-exist 
for the sole purpose of falling in love with the player character. It 
feels weird to pursue a romance option when that pursuit is so...” 


“Artificial?” 


“No,” | said. “Well, maybe. Dating sims definitely feel ‘fake’, but | was 
thinking more along the lines of... guaranteed, | guess? Like, if you 
do the right things, they will fall for the player character one hundred 
percent of the time. That’s not a romance, it’s a puzzle.” 


“Romance movies never change at all,” Zero argued. 


“In movies, the script plays out without you. The interactivity changes 
the whole setup, especially for dating sims that don’t drawa 
particularly thick line between the player character and the player as 
participants. It feels weird enough guiding an established character 
like Geralt from The Witcher through a romance side-plot because 
you're participating in-and controlling-someone else’s love life, but at 
least there you’re seeing two fully fleshed-out characters fall in love. 
The less defined the player character is, the less they can explain 
why someone would like them back, so when you've playing as a 
more directly, uh, ‘project-able’ character, it just feels... you know...” 


“Masturbatory?” 

| facepalmed. “There is such a thing as being too literal, Z.” 
“You should definitely play DDLC.” 

“Is that another dating sim?” 

“Yes, but it’s relevant!” 


“Why?” 


“Spoilers.” 


| rolled my eyes again. “Whatever. That’s hardly the only issue. | 
don’t really play dating sims”-I| ignored Zero’s ‘duh’-“so I’m more 
familiar with ‘romance options’ in, like, RPGs-and the thing is that 
romance-able characters in RPGs often lack... agency? Like, the 
way the romances tend to be written is that the player character is 
always the one taking action every step of the way. | guess it’s to 
keep the other characters out of your way when you don’t go that 
route, but it’s off-putting no matter how good a reason there is for it. 


“But | think my biggest problem with dating in games is that | can’t 
see the characters, dating-sim or otherwise, as anything other than 
written to be dated. They’re designed to appeal to certain players in 
certain ways, right? ‘Oh, this will appeal to the players who like shy, 
quiet girls.’ ‘This one’s for the people who like tomboys.’ That kind of 
thing. It makes me feel... fuck if | Know. Judged and categorized, | 
guess? It definitely doesn’t help the whole ‘feeling fake’ issue.” 


“So knowing it’s fake means you can’t immerse yourself in it?” Zero 
huffed and crossed her arms. “You just can’t turn your brain off, can 
you?” 


“Not for this, | guess.” 


She didn’t reply, so | ventured, “Uh, | assume you didn’t show up just 
to chat about dating sims...” 


“Eh, kinda?” Zero threw out a full-arm shrug. “I’m here to shoot the 
shit. | don’t have an agenda or anything.” 


“That's a relief. | was worried you were here to give me some sort of 
incredibly life-complicating Christmas present.” 


My joke got a hearty laugh. “Oh, good idea! Gimme a bit to think of 
something.” 


“Zero, no!” 


“Zero, yes!” 


“To be clear, we are joking, right?” | asked. “You aren’t going to 
actually afflict me with some sort of major life complication, right?” 


“Aw. Fine, | couldn't think of anything anyway.” She pouted for a 
second before a literal, visible lightbulb appeared over her head. 
“Wait, no, | do have an idea. You've been sparring in the Warehouse 
lately, right?” 

“You want to spar?” 


Zero made a face. “Eh, we could. | hope you don’t expect me to go 
easy on you, though.” 


“Right, no sparring.” | had no illusions about how that would go. 
“What were you thinking, then?” 


“Well...” She grinned and changed her outfit from sci-fi flight armor to 
something more reminiscent of Breath of Fire. “| could unlock your 
Aura.” 

“Aura? From RWBY, I’m guessing?” 

“Yeah, duh. How about it? It'd get you a little closer to my level.” 
Zero’s grin turned mischievous. “Rita’s already training you, So you 
can just add that to your lessons or whatever.” 

“That could’ve saved me a lot of trouble last Jump.” 

“Nah, ‘Max not being a shit’ would’ve saved you a lot of trouble.” 


“Fair,” | allowed. “Still, why is that not part of the standard on- 
boarding package?” 


“What’d’ya mean?” 


“Why isn’t that something you just do for people when they join?” 


She shrugged. “Why would we? A lot of people join up as a form of 
retirement-like, shit, there are probably half a dozen of us who joined 
because the alternative was literally fucking dying. Course, you're 
not the only person who joined for adventure-most of the long-term 
members did, since the retirees tend to settle down sooner or later- 
but most of them were adventure-y before they joined up, too. Like 
me! Yeah, | could’ve spent a hundred years training up Aura, 
Potterverse Magic, crazy martial arts bullshit, Force sensitivity, six 
interchangeable JRPG magic systems, Diablo-style wizardry, or 
whatever, but I’m already fucking awesome, so fuck that. | didn’t sign 
up to go to school for a century.” 


I’d already raised a hand halfway through her list. “Wait, hold on, 
back up. You can just ‘learn’ Force sensitivity?” 


“Yeah, just like you learned Potterverse magic. There are a bunch of 
perks that let you teach normally unteachable shit, and if you don't 
have one to hand, the Magic School area of the Warehouse lets 
anyone teach anyone else any form of magic at all.” 


“Oh. So that’s why | learned magic in a discount Hogwarts set.” 
Zero laughed. “What did you think you were doing?” 


“| thought that was just Jenn being Jenn.” Though with a place like 
that, | could teach Megan other types of magic, though it would 
mean reading her in on at least some of the ’chain-weirdness- 


And now I'd missed some of Zero’s rambling. “Sorry, what was that?” 


“Hmm? Oh, | was saying you were a bit of an outlier in terms of 
‘adventure readiness’, so things like that seem cooler to you than 
normal. Well, maybe not ‘normal’... whatever, point stands. Besides, 
just cause you can learn stuff the old-fashioned way doesn’t mean 
it’s not a lot fucking easier to just get perks as you go. Like, yeah, 
you could spend twenty years studying to be a Jedi... oooor you 
could wait for us to visit Star Wars again and get it without all the 
bullshit.” 


| sighed. “Yeah, | feel that. I’m still trying to get my naginata skills up 
to par with my swordsmanship.” 


“Well, at least you can say you earned your skill the hard way?” 
“Yeah, that’s what | thought when | started.” 
She waited a moment for me to continue. “But?” 


“Turns out that contrary to what society wants me to believe, working 
my ass off for something isn’t always more rewarding than just 
getting it.” 


“Bummer.” 


“Yeah.” | shrugged. “I mean, it’s not bad, but it’s not better than the 
easy way, either.” 


“Well, at least it doesn’t suck. How’s it going?” 


“Pretty well. Had a weird problem with muscle memory fouling me 
up, but Rita helped me figure out what | was doing wrong.” 


“Which was?” 


“| learned to use a naginata when | had wings.” | stepped forward 
and took a stance. “I was used to having a pair of counterweights on 
my back, so | was putting my weight too far forwards.” Bouncing on 
my toes demonstrated how far forward my center of gravity was. 


“Why is that weird?” 


| relaxed back against the wall again. “Because | took a perk that’s 
supposed to help me adapt to changes in my body-” 


“Which one’s that?” 


“Transformation Mentat, from this Jump. Anyway, the weird part is 
that as soon as | remembered | had the perk, it solved the problem.” 


Zero cocked her head, brow furrowed. “Okay, yeah, that’s fucking 
weird.” 


“So there’s no rule that you need to remember your perks exist for 
them to work or anything?” 


“No, that'd be fucking dumb. This isn’t a damn tabletop game where 
we have to track all our stats and shit ourselves. Do you know the 
exact wording?” 


“Of the perk? No, | don’t-wait, actually, let me check.” | summoned 
my Journal to hand and flipped through to the page it had on me. 
Sure enough, all my equipped perks were listed. 


“Frequent shapeshifting involves a certain degree of mental acuity,” | 
quoted, “in order to adapt to the changes in your body. While this 
mainly makes it easier to use new forms, there are also fringe 
benefits: specifically, fantastic mathematical ability and short-term 
memory.” 


Zero nodded in satisfaction. “Ah, that’s the problem: alt-forms aren't 
shape-shifting.” 


“They’re not?” 


“No, they’re like...” She waved a hand. “They’re totally different 

bodies. Like... gah, I’m fucking ass at explaining this shit. Uh, if 

shape-shifting is like editing a document, alt-forms are loading a 
whole different file?” 


“And that’s why | can't use my alt-form slots like ‘save slots’ for 
forms,” | added, then held up a hand as something occurred to me. 
“Wait. Wounds transfer, though.” 


“Management doesn’t want us using alt-forms like extra health bars, 
| guess. No clue how it works under the sheets, shit’s weird.” 


“Yeah.” ‘Shit’s weird’ was probably the best explanation of Jump Fiat 
Bullshit | was likely to get. At least my naginata practice made a little 
more sense now: it wasn’t that the perk had started working because 
I'd invoked it, but because I'd then focused on the specifics of my 
body as it existed in its current shape as opposed to swapping alt- 
forms and expecting things to just work. 


Maybe shape-shifting the wings on and off a few times would have 
done the same. 


“Is the rest of it useful at all?” Zero asked. “I mean, the math and 
shit?” 


“Yeah, actually. Better short-term memory stacks with my current 
memory perk really well, and the math helps with some of the magic 
| learned in Breath of Fire. Like, | learned how to make teleportation 
spells, since there’s no single multipurpose teleport spell in that 
system...” | went through an entire explanation of why that was and 
most of the way through the whole process before | realized |’d 
gotten badly off track. “... Uh, anyway, it takes a lot of math-adjacent 
magical theory to do, and now | can do it way faster.” 


“Cool.” 


“Yeah.” | glanced away and fidgeted with a button on my blouse. 
“Sorry for the, uh, tangent.” 


Zero shrugged. “Eh, whatever. Don’t sweat it! You getting all excited 
about shit is cute.” 


“Cute?” 
“Yeah, cute.” She winked at me. “Deal with it.” 
“Uh... okay, | guess | will.” 


Her grin turned into a pout. “Damn it, Cass! You didn’t react at all. 
You would've been blushing like a tomato a few decades ago.” 


“It helps to know that you’re just trying to get a reaction,” | said. | was 
definitely not smug. 


“Well, | was that time, but you are pretty cute.” 

“Thanks.” 

“And | would /ove to drag you into bed.” Her outfit was a barely- 
Opaque nightgown now. “I wasn’t offering a pity fuck back then, you 


know? Okay, maybe | was, but now I’ve gotten to know you and-” 


“Too far,” | interrupted, yanking my eyes away from the sudden strip- 
tease. 


“Shit, sorry.” Zero facepalmed, already back to a normal, street- 
appropriate blouse-skirt-coat outfit. “Fuck, | knew | was going too far 
and | did it anyway-” 


| held up my hands to halt the apology in its tracks. “It’s okay. I’m not 
mad.” 


“Course you’re not, you don’t get mad.” 


“No, | mean, it’s fine,” | insisted. “Really. That stuff doesn’t bother me 
as much as it used to.” 


“What, just like that?” 

“Well, it certainly took a while, so... no?” 

“How'd that happen?” 

| shrugged. “Gradually? | think growing up in a totally different culture 
last Jump helped a little, but mostly I’ve just been thinking about it 
after the dressing-down you gave me a couple years ago, which is 


apparently all it takes because perks are crazy?” 


“Got yourself a ‘get over your problems’ effect?” 


“Yeah. ‘Faster with introspection’, | believe the text goes.” 


“Ah. Well, that’s, un, good?” Zero offered. “But if you’re cool with that 
shit, why was that still ‘too far’?” 


“Honestly, the biggest problem is that it’s tempting-” 


“How is that a problem?” she interrupted. “I’m not a tease, Cass, | 
am legitimately down to fuck.” 


“Of course you are-” 
“Hey!” 


“-but it’s still a bad idea for all the same reasons it was a bad idea 
the last time we talked about it,” | continued, not quite keeping the 
exasperation out of my voice. “I’m looking for a long-term 
relationship, and you are very much not.” 


Zero nodded along happily. “Uh huh. Uh huh.” 
She paused for effect. 

“Bullshit.” 

“Excuse me?” 


Zero rolled her eyes and adopted a lecturing posture, left hand on 
her right elbow, right index finger held high. “There is nothing about 
wanting a ‘long-term relationship’ that would keep you from having 
healthy sexual encounters on the way there. Maybe you feel more 
comfortable with sex in the abstract, but you’re still just as fucking 
terrified of your own sexuality as ever-you’ve just swapped 
awkwardness for denial. You’re more fucking repressed now than we 
were when we first met! At least back then you could properly 
fucking ogle someone.” 


“That’s a good thing?” 


“It’s better than whatever the hell you’re doing now. I’m not in your 
head, but I’ve got a theory, so tell me if I’m close. When you Jumped 
into MGQ, you suddenly not only had a body you were actually 
interested in using, you were also surrounded by a ton of hot 
monster-girls who would fucking kill and eat you if you got distracted, 
So you just wadded it all up in locked it in the deepest, darkest part of 
your brain to the point that /, with the powers of a literal goddamn 
emotional lust-vampire, honestly started to wonder if you were 
asexual. Sound about right?” 


“Nope.” 

It was her turn to blink in surprise. “Nope?” 

“Nope. Not that | was in any way okay with the situations we 
blundered through back during my first tenth-of-a-Jump, but | ‘locked 
it all up’ years before | had to deal with that bullshit.” 

“Why?” 


“| wonder,” | snipped. “Why on earth would | not want to deal with 
sexual attraction?” 


“Because you’re a prude?” 


“Because | was-am a trans woman,” | corrected myself. “Do | really 
have to explain why arousal might have been just a teensy bit 
unpleasant pre-everything?” 


Zero grimaced hard enough | could see every ligament in her neck. 
“| feel like we’ve been over this before,” | grumbled. 


“Uh, | Know you mentioned not dating as a man, but you weren't, you 
know, specific. And that definitely fucking sucks, but it doesn’t 
explain why you’re more skittish now than you were twenty years 
ago. You got the body you wanted, right?” She waved a hand up and 
down ‘me’. “I mean, you’re a fucking shape-shifter, so | assume...” 


“Weren't you just saying | was harder to tease?” 


Zero rolled her eyes. “‘Harder to tease’ doesn’t mean you’re less 
fucking repressed, it just means you don’t rise to the same bait. Now 
are you going to answer the question or not?” 


Because | had a brief hope | was actually getting somewhere, | 
guess. 


“| want you to answer a question first,” | told her. 
“Shoot.” 


“How much of your interest in my sex life is about my health and 
happiness and your desire therefor, and how much about you seeing 
a challenge you want to conquer?” 


To my dismay, she didn’t even hesitate. “I’m gonna go with forty- 
sixty?” she ventured. “Obviously | want you to be happy and healthy 
and all that shit, and I’m not gonna do anything that isn’t good for 
you, but I'll admit my ‘persistence’ is largely down to you being an 
unbelievably tough nut to bust.” 


“| think you mean ‘crack’,” | said without thinking. More than half? I’d 
suspected, sure, but | was still shocked by how brazenly she 
admitted it. 


Zero smirked. “I think | did not.” 

| shook my head and refocused on the actual topic. “But you admit 
that more than half of your desire to sleep with me is purely asa 
sexual conquest?” 

“No!” she snapped. “No, that’s not what | meant! It doesn’t have to 
be me! The challenge is getting you to fucking unwind enough to get 
laid at all.” 


“I’m not sure that’s better.” 


“It's completely different,” Zero insisted. “And I’m still waiting for an 
answer to my question. Why are you getting more repressed?” 


| scowled and leaned my shoulder against the wall, staring into the 
corner of the room while | grumbled out, “Well, maybe it’s because 
my brief little tease of a romantic relationship made me fully 
cognizant that | am romantically lonely and sexually frustrated, and if 
you keep wandering in and offering to deal with my needs in the 
worst possible way, one of these days I’m going to take you up on tt, 
and I’m worried our friendship won't survive that.” 


“Romantically lon-you can deal with those problems separately, for 
fuck’s sake,” she bit out. “You are a grown-ass woman, Cass, nota 
blushing teenager. The only reason something like that would 
damage our friendship is if we somehow fucked up on consent.” 


“Catching me in a moment of weakness and convincing me to do 
something I’d regret doesn’t count as ‘fucking up on consent’?” | shot 
back, pushing off the wall to face her. 


Zero pouted. “So you’re going to preemptively ‘not consent’ on the 
basis that if you do consent you’re not capable of it?” 


“It's not a bad fucking approach with you, is it?” 


“It’s the opposite of a fucking approach,” she countered. “That’s, like, 
a fucking retreat-no, that just sounds like a fancy way to describe sex 
tourism. Or an orgy-” 


“Are you going somewhere with this?” 
“If | was, would it be a fucking journey?” 


| smacked my hand over my face and mumbled “Oh my god Zero.” 
into my palm. 


“Fine. It’s not about me, anyway-the point is that you’re not actually 
looking for a long-term relationship.” She crossed her arms, waiting 


until she’d caught my eyes with hers to continue, “Emphasis on 
‘looking’, present tense.” 


| sighed and slumped back against the wall. “Not at the moment, no, 
but that’s a whole different issue. | still have no idea how to properly 
handle dating someone who’s, uh... damn it, ‘mortal’ has some really 
troubling connotations-” 


“So? It’s not inaccurate.” 
“The counterpoint to ‘mortal’ is generally ‘god’, not just ‘immortal’.” 


“So?” Zero repeated. “It’s not inaccurate. You could probably take 
over your whole world easily enough.” 


“Would you be happy if people started calling you a goddess, Miss 
Intoner?” 


A scowl flashed across her face before being replaced with a look of 
understanding. “Right, sorry, dropping that subject like a dead 
pigeon.” 


Zero rubbed her hand across her chin as | settled back into a lazy 
slouch. “If ‘mortals’ isn’t right,” she mused, “then how about 
‘natives’?” 


“That works, | guess. There are a lot of problems with dating a 
‘native’, and | expect everyone on the ‘chain who wants a long-term 
relationship has already found one.” 


She tittered. “I doubt the first bit, but the latter is obviously false.” 
“Why do you say that?” 


Zero’s face split into a hundred-watt grin to see that I’d taken the 
bait. “Because we know there’s at least one person on the ‘chain 
who wants but does not have a long-term relationship!” She paused 
for dramatic effect, then pointed right at me. “You! Ergo, QED, et 
cetera.” 


| grumbled something vaguely insulting. 


“The point stands! This is a group that snowballed together over a 
long time, not some fixed, unchanging social... thingy. You’re not 
even the newest member, for fuck’s sake! Yes, obviously some of us 
have found stable relationships, or polycules, or fuckbuddies, or 
whatever, but there’s no reason to think you’ve wandered into a 
system at minimum romantic entropy.” 


“| think you mean maximum romantic entropy,” | corrected her. “Or 
minimum romantic energy-” 


Zero waved away my correction like an annoying fly, still beaming. 
“What-fuckin’-ever, wise-ass! Point is, it’s totally possible. There’s 
bound to be someone who'd date you. What about Homura? You 
two spend so much time around each other alrea-what’s with the 
face, Cass?” 


“We’re sisters!” | huffed. “Or as good as, anyway.” 


Her grin became thoroughly shit-eating as she sing-songed, “Not 
blood relatives.” 


“No!” | drew myself up to my full height to glare at her, not that it 
helped much when the other party was flying. “That’s not even 
Slightly funny, Zero.” 


“Awww. You’re sinking my ship, Cass.” 


“Do you seriously-” | really didn’t need to ask. “No, that does sound 
like something you would do. Nevermind.” 


“It’s not just me!” 


| chose to assume that meant ‘I’m not the only one who ships 
people’ because | didn’t want to keep thinking about the alternative. 
“It’s not funny, it’s not happening, and | don’t want to hear about it 
ever again.” 


“Sure, if it bothers you that much.” Zero gave a half-hearted shrug. 
“Hey, are you just gay, or bi, pan, or what?” 


“Why?” 

“So | know who | can set you up with, duh.” 

“| appreciate that you're trying to help,” | said, “but, uh, please don’t.” 
“Why not?” 

“Because, as you already noticed, I’m not looking for a date.” 


Zero sighed. “Yeah, you’re clearly a lot less ‘over’ your shit than you 
claim.” 


“| only claimed to be less uncomfortable about the topic of sex. That 
doesn’t mean I’m not still an awkward, fumbling lesbian with next-to 
no dating experience.” 


“Then the obvious thing to do is get some damn experience, right? ” 


“I'll think about it.” | scowled at the skeptical look Zero was giving 
me. “Look, it’s not just that I’m intimidated by the thought of dating in 
general. I’m extra intimidated by the thought of dating someone on 
the ’chain. Like-pardon the example, but even if you decided you 
wanted to date me rather than just seduce me, well, you’re you, and 
I’m some random citizen from the 2010’s with an interesting 
hypothetical future forty-odd years out.” 


She scoffed. “You gotta be shitting me, Cass. You're a superhero, a 
Starfleet lieutenant, and an honest-to-God princess knight wizard. 
Where’s your fucking self-esteem?” 


“Hey, I’ve spent the last five years working as a cashier, okay?” 
“At a business you own!” Zero shot back, waving one arm in the 


general direction of the shop’s front doors. “Hire someone else if it’s 
going to crater your sense of self-worth like this!” 


| rolled my eyes. “That wasn’t a serious answer.” 
“Then what is?” 
“| don’t know!” 


| paced across the room to my dresser and leaned forward, hands 
propped on the smooth wooden surface while | looked into my 
reflection like it held the answer. It didn’t; instead, | found myself 
imagining my other lives crowded behind me-the adventurer, the 
superhero, the lieutenant, the ‘princess knight wizard’-looking over 
my shoulder into the mirror with me, all equally lost. 


“| guess... none of those things feel real,” | mumbled. “They were 
things | played at-less so the Starfleet thing than the others, maybe, 
but still... fake. I’m not ‘someone’ because of what | do, I’m 
‘someone’ because | get to order a bunch of nigh story-breaking 
powers off a menu every decade.” 


Zero harrumphed. “You just said earning things wasn’t any better 
than having them fucking gift-wrapped for you. What’s it gonna take 
to make this shit feel real to you?” 


“| don’t know.” | pushed off the dresser with a sigh and paced back 
across the room, barely noticing that | walked straight through Zero 
as | did. “It’s kind of hard to reconcile ‘this is real’ when so many of 
these places are literally fiction to me, you know? Like, | did some 
really cool things as a Starfleet officer, but it still feels like...” | caught 
sight of my monitor and waved at the menu screen it still displayed. 
“It’s like something cool | did in a game, not real life. ‘Yeah, | 
contributed to scientific and engineering breakthroughs... in Star 
Trek The Zachlike.’ No one’s impressed by what you’ve 
accomplished in a game.” 


“Where is your fucking self-esteem?” Zero repeated, throwing her 
hands and eyes toward the heavens in exasperation. 


| shrugged. “You pointed out yourself I’m not on the same level of 
‘awesome’ as the average companion.” 


“Yeah, you weren't when you joined. You’ve had four fucking fully- 
fledged adventures since then.” She held up that many fingers for 
emphasis. 


“| know. | know | have, it’s just... fuck.” | rubbed a hand against my 
forehead in frustration. “My self-image is weird, okay?” 


“Kind of unavoidable, really,” Zero agreed, flickering through half a 
dozen different ‘guises’ to drive the point home by example. “Just... 
try not to let yourself slip back to who you were when you joined, you 
know? Take it from me, it’s a huge fucking waste of personal growth 
and shit.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Problem solved, then?” 


It was not. “No, I-okay, sure, I’m cooler than | give myself credit for. 
What about the age issue?” 


“What age issue?” 


“The issue where I'd be hundreds of years younger than my 
prospective date?” Obviously? 


“Who fucking cares?” Zero asked. “It’s not like you’ve matured much 
in the last twenty years anyway.” 


“That makes it worse.” 


“No, that’s the point. You reach full maturity at... what, twenty? 
Twenty-five?” 


“People say twenty-five for brain development,” | said, “but even if 
that’s right-” 


“And you’ve been through your twenties, what, three times now?” 
“Four if you count starting at twenty-eight.” 


“Then you're done, right?” she insisted. “You’ve a full, mature adult. 
How much does how long you've been an adult really matter?” 


“A lot?” 
“Why?” 
“Experience?” | suggested. “Wisdom? Power dynamics?” 


“Cass, you literally get off being around ludicrously overpowered 
women.” 


“Zero!” 


“| call it like | see it,” Zero drawled. “Come on, Cass, you’re just 
making excuses at this point.” 


“And | will continue to make excuses until I’m damn well ready.” 


“You'll never be ready if you don’t work on your confidence. Maybe 
dating sims strike you as ‘false’ because you can’t believe anyone 
would actually be interested in you!” 


The wind fled from my sails in a heartbeat. | wandered back to my 
chair and dropped into it like a sack of potatoes. 


Fuck, that one hit close to home. 
“What,” Zero asked, “no snappy comeback?” 


“No, | think you might be right, actually,” | admitted. “I can suspend 
my disbelief when I’m doing anything else.” 


“Seriously? Fuck’s sake, Cass!” 


| shrugged. What did she want me to say? It hurt because it was 
true. 


The quiet humming of my computer fan filled the silence while | 
chased that thought down. | hadn’t sabotaged my budding 
relationship with Penny consciously or subconsciously, no matter 
what Zero thought-but in hindsight, that insecurity could have 
contributed to my sudden decision to ‘come clean’ at the worst time 
and place. If | didn’t believe anyone would actually be interested in 
me, the fact that someone was meant something was wrong and 
needed fixing, and my ‘secrets’ were the problem foremost in my 
mind. 


And the rest, as they say, was history. 


“You did say the problem with player-stand-in-main-characters was 
that they couldn’t explain why anyone would date said character,” 
Zero recalled. 


“Yeah, but | stand by that bit. | have attractive qualities... probably. 
Blank slates don't.” 


“You’re Supposed to assume the characters are dating you for your 
attractive qualities,” she reminded me, “and don't think | didn’t hear 
you mutter ‘probably’, there.” 


| didn’t reply. 


Zero floated over and ‘sat’ down next to me with no regard 
whatsoever for the fact that she was sitting on nothing and clipping 
through the arm of my chair, wrapping an arm around my shoulders 
in a platonic, consoling hug. “You'll get there,” she told me. “You've 
got that mental whatever perk to clean your shit up, right?” 


“Therapy might be easier.” 


“As long as you’re doing something.” 


“Yeah, | know.” 

“And don't go in with big expectations, you know?” she continued. “I 
know you want to find someone you really connect with, but if you 
aim for ‘forever’ on your first try you’re just gonna get yourself hurt.” 
“Right.” 

| glanced up from where I’d been boring a hole in my lap with my 
eyes to find that Zero had put her face right next to mine, an inviting 
smile on her lips. 


If | thought it'd accomplish anything, I’d have given her a hard shove 
off the hypothetical chair she wasn't sitting on. 


“Are you expecting me to kiss you?” | deadpanned. 

“A girl can hope!” She laughed at her own joke, then gave up her 
‘seat’ and swooshed back towards the center of the room. “It’s 
almost impressive, you know, how completely you shut it out.” 


| had a feeling | knew what she meant, but | ended up asking, 
“What?” 


“Lust! Desire, lechery, horniness, arousal, thirst-” 

| tuned out, spinning slowly in my chair as she prattled on. 
“-randiness, temptation, eroticism-” 

Oh my god she’s still going. 

“-carnality, harlotry-” 


“| get it,” | snapped. “Yes, | have a talent for ignoring things. Can we 
move on to a topic that isn’t going to circle back to my sex life?” 


“If you’ve got one.” Zero lay back and arranged herself into a portrait 
of indulgent /ounging: lying like she was sunning herself on a beach 


chair, hands behind her head with her elbows winging out to the 
sides. “What other shit’s going on in your life?” 


Way to put me on the spot, asshole. 


“Nothing?” she asked, probably ready to jump right back into a 
discussion | was getting thoroughly tired of. 


“| read an interesting bit of historical trivia recently,” | offered. 
“Oh?” 

“Yeah. About a siege in medieval... France, | think?” 
“Probably a lot of those, right?” 

“Well, this one’s notable because a duke’s son was killed.” 
“That can’t be that rare.” 


“Because of how he was killed,” | corrected myself peevishly. “The 
besieging forces slaughtered the peasants who hadn’t fled into the 
keep in time-because that’s what they did back then, apparently-and 
the attacking commander got the bright idea to take their severed 
heads and fling them over the walls with catapults to demoralize the 
defenders, and maybe spread disease, | guess? At any rate, one of 
the heads just happened to hit the prince as he was looking out at 
the enemy camp, and it knocked him clean off the wall. It was a long 
drop, and, well, splat. 


“Anyway, it’s an interesting historical note because it was the first 
recorded use of a serf-face to heir missile.” 


Zero stared at me for almost a full minute. 
“We aren’t friends anymore,” she informed me. 


so X SSX SEX 


Last edited: Dec 11, 2021 


Chapter 111: The Times They Are A-Changin' 


Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 


Chapter 111: The Times They Are A-Changin' 


We never did get around to unlocking my Aura. But speaking 
‘different types of magic’... 


Only a few days after Christmas, I'd just returned from one of Rita's 
lessons via the front door, and had been making my way towards the 
kitchen for a snack before snatching a few hours of sleep when 


Homura called out to me as | walked by her office. "Heads up, Cass: 
magic changed." 


"What?" | doubled back to stick my head through the doorway in 
alarm. "When? How?" 


She didn't look up from her laptop. "A few hours ago, and not much. 
It's nearly the same as what would have happened without us, just a 
few years later than it would've in the normal course of things." 

"Oh. That's... good?" 

"It's progress." 

“Towards... magic becoming public?" 

"Yas," 


"Not a disaster, then." 


Homura cleared her throat, possibly to hide a laugh. "No, not a 
disaster." 


"Okay. Good." | took a deep breath, then pushed the door open and 
walked all the way into the office like someone with dignity. "Do you 
know why?" 


"| do not, but if | had to guess, the magical research going on at 
Moperville University went too well. There haven't been any 
‘incidents’ to my knowledge." 


"Ah. How much longer before the secret is out, do you think? If you 
had to guess." 


"A year or two, though that js a guess.” 

"Hmm." There were no other chairs in here, so | leaned against the 
wall by the door. "So, just to make sure | understand, magic has now 
more or less given up on being secret?" 


"In the long term, yes." 


"And the major obstacle to going public now is the danger posed by 
a sudden, uncontrolled proliferation of magical abilities?" 


"Yas," 

"So the ‘year or two' time-frame is how long you expect it to take for 
whoever they have working at MVU to find a solution to the 
problem?" 


"Or for the secret to get out regardless. Are you going somewhere 
with these questions?" 


| shook my head. "No, just making sure | have it right. 'Night, 
Homura." 


"Goodnight, Cass." 


S05 X SSK S=XKese 


Homura had... slightly understated the degree of change. It was, 
indeed, 'more or less what happened in canon’, but I-in full ‘this is 
gonna be a vacation’ mindset-hadn't gone back and done the 
research on what that meant. As a result, | wasn't exactly sure how 
much 'what happened here’ differed. 


It 'meant' a couple things. First, the training wheels were off: Magic, it 
turned out, had been offloading a lot of the work of spelicraft. This 
didn't mean people suddenly needed complex mathematics-adjacent 
ritual casting like I'd learned in Breath of Fire, but it did mean, among 
other things, that spells that previously did exactly one thing were 
now a bit more flexible. Even one-note spells like my illusions had 
gained a few 'metamagic'-esque options, and more complicated 
spells had correspondingly more complicated possibilities. 


On the other hand, many people couldn't do quite as much with their 
spells without Magic holding their hand, so their spells’ 'options' 
could mean choosing a limited subset of effects where they'd 
previously get all of them. In my case, however, the changes were 
strict upgrades-possibly because | still had the magical prodigy perk 
active. Useful, that. 


Second, Magic that had previously been nixed by past Magic Resets 
was now valid again. This didn't affect me or Homura, but I'm sure it 
Caused a massive headache for the FBI's Paranormal Division. Yay 

for another thing not being my problem. 


Third, and possibly building on that point, Magic was now ‘unified’. 
My shape-shifting abilities were now grouped in with the spells I'd 
gotten from Awakening and used the same pool of magic. Homura 
had already called Max, so she could answer the obvious question: 
no, Magical beings could not all suddenly use spells. It might be 
slightly easier for seyunolu to Awaken than it used to be, but they still 
had to do so. As best we could explain it, spell-casting and ‘natural 
Magics' like shape-shifting were still separate talents, they just now 
used the same resource. 


Probably. It had been less than a week and everyone was still 
scrambling to get a grasp on what was different-or perhaps | should 
just say 'how things work now’, because | was pretty sure they hadn't 
finished understanding the old system, either. 


=X S=K SSX -=- 


The buzzing of my phone interrupted the evening news only a couple 
days later, and | muted the TV with one hand while | fished the 
phone out of my purse with the other. 


Why was Megan calling me in the middle of the night? 
"Hello?" 

"Cassandra?" She was panicked. 

"What? What's wrong?" 


Homura shot me a questioning glance when she heard the question, 
but | didn't know what was going on yet. 


"It's Becky!" Megan yelled. "She's missing!" 

Her sister was missing? "What? Since when?" 
"This afternoon!" 

| checked my watch; it was a quarter to midnight. 


Megan was still talking. "Apparently she ran away? Or got kicked 
out? Dad wasn't clear. I'm calling everyone | know, but no one's seen 
her since this afternoon... listen, Cassandra, even if | drop 
everything and race back down to Strawfield, | don't know how I'd 
find her. | know she doesn't have her phone because Dad answered 
it when | called, which is the only reason | even know she's gone at 
all! Can you find him? It's thirty degrees outside and I'm worried 
she's gonna get sick." 


"Absolutely." | was already on my way to the door, Homura at my 
heels. "I'll find her, | promise." 


"Thank you. Call me as soon as you find her, okay? | don't want to 
send her home if she's just going to run away again. June's out at 
the moment but | will drive down there myself if | need to." 


"Sure thing. Don't worry, I'll find her." 


Megan hung up, probably to call someone else. Homura and | 
reached the door, and | summarized what Megan had told me as we 
pulled on our boots and coats. 


"Is the other bedroom still a guest bedroom?" | asked. "Megan was 
panicking about how to get down here tonight, since she doesn't 
want to send Becky home if she's gonna run away again." 


"It is. | don't have a use for it, so there's no problem letting her stay a 
night-or longer, if necessary." 


"We need to find her first." 


Go time. Homura tossed me her car keys and took to the skies; | 
dialed Jenn's number with one hand while | vaulted the railing rather 
than take the stairs down, slowing my fall with telekinetic flight and 
switching my eyes to something better adapted to darkness. My first 
objective was to figure out which spell(s) would work best for an 
impromptu game of Hot and Cold-no, wait, what was | thinking? 
Triangulation would be much- 


| was still mid-thought when | almost landed on Becky, who was 
sitting on the curb beneath the landing. Embarrassingly, | was the 
one who yelped even though I'd dropped out of nowhere at her. (In 
my defense, it was dark and her oversized hoodie made her look 
larger than she was.) 


"Gyah! Who-Becky?" 


"Uh... yeah. Hi?" 


| gaped at her for a few seconds as the adrenaline in my 
bloodstream tried to figure out what the hell it was supposed to do 
now. Becky was sitting on the curb in front of the handicapped 
parking space, hood over head with her knees pulled towards her 
chest. A lumpy bundle of some sort sat trapped between her legs 
and stomach, and her hands moved of their own volition where they 
met across her shins, fingers pulling on each other in turn to relieve 
her tension. 


Soon enough, the gaping crossed the threshold into staring, sending 
the girl shrinking further into her hoodie even as she mustered the 
courage to break the silence. "Is that you, Miss Cassandra?" 


"Wha-yes, it's me." | must have been barely a silhouette in the dark 
alley, low-hanging clouds lit from the streetlights below the best 
source of illumination we had besides the faintly glowing screen of 
my phone. My night vision was well into superhuman at the moment 
and | still couldn't make out much more than the outlines of her face 
beneath her hood. "What are you doing here?" 


"What are you doing here?" she shot back. 
"| live here?" 
"In the parking lot?" 


| rolled my eyes, though she probably couldn't see it. "| was looking 
for you, actually." 


"Really? Why?" 
"Megan was worried." 


"Oh." Becky shifted again, hands pulling her legs in tight as they 
gripped their opposite elbows. "Didn't know where else to go. Sorry." 


"You don't have to apologize. It's cold out here; want to come 
inside?" 


She rocked back and forth for a moment, then shrugged and got to 
her feet like she didn't care one way or the other. The lump I'd 
noticed earlier resolved itself into a backpack as she slung it across 
one shoulder. 


"Do you often jump off your balcony?" Becky asked as | directed her 
towards the base of the stairs a few parking spaces away. 


| left the semantic distinction between landings and balconies for 
another time. "I don't make a habit of it, no. | was kind of in a rush." 


"Was Megan that upset?" 

"Well..." 

Becky huffed. "| would'a called her if | had my phone." 

Speaking of phones, | still had mine in the hand that wasn't holding 
the now-unnecessary car keys, so | called Homura as | led Becky to 


the stairs. 


"Found her.... Yeah. Right on our doorstep.... Of course you were.... 
‘Kay. See you soon." 


"Megan?" Becky asked. 
"Akemi." 


"Ah." The subject of my summary breathed a sigh of relief. "Uh, 
who?" 


"My sister, the baker." | dialed Megan to tell her I'd found her sister 
and got her voicemail. Probably in the middle of another call. "You've 
seen her once or twice." 


"If she's who I'm thinking of, she does not look like your sister." 


"Well, she is." The keys went into my coat pocket so | could use both 
hands to text Megan that | was prepared to board Becky for a night. 
"Why did you sound relieved | wasn't talking to Megan?" 

"| was worried she was driving all the way down here." 

"She was considering it, but she didn't have any idea where to look 
for you. Ah, hold on-" | was getting a call from Jenn? Oh, right, I'd 
dialed her and then completely forgotten | was even holding my 
phone. "Heeey-llo." 

"Cass? Did you mean to call me?" 

"Yeah, | did. Where are you right now?" 


"Playing Duel Monsters with Annie in the games room," she 
answered. "Why?" 


"Just wondering. Something came up." 
"With Megan?" 

"Yeah. It's resolved now, don't worry." 
"That's... good? Why call me?" 


"Because | thought it was going to be harder to-nevermind, 
problem's solved, have a good evening." 


"You too? Bye." 

"Was that Megan?" Becky asked. 

"No," | replied, resuming my text conversation as we climbed the 
stairs. Homura had magicked herself back into the apartment rather 


than landing somewhere and sneaking back in and was thus able to 
open the door for us while | finished fat-fingering the message. 


The apartment lights gave me my first good look at Becky in more 
than a year. She looked miserable-moodwise, that is, with bags 
under her eyes and a blank, empty expression that said nothing 
good about her state of mind. At least she wasn't terribly 
underdressed for the weather, though one of her preferred large, 
fluffy hoodies and a knit cap were nowhere near enough to stave off 
the nighttime chill in late December. 


Becky dropped the backpack by the umbrella stand and lowered her 
hood, but hesitated when she reached for her hat. 


"You can leave it on if you're cold," | told her. 

"It's not that." She dithered a moment longer, then reached up and 
pulled the hat off with an air of resignation, which revealed why she'd 
hesitated: someone had hacked away at her hair with a pair of 
scissors, resulting in one of the worst haircuts I'd ever seen. 

"My work," Becky said when | didn't comment. 

"You okay?" 

"No." 


At least she was being honest. 


"Can | get you some hot chocolate?" Homura asked as we guided 
her back towards the kitchen. 


"I'm fine." 

"Would you refuse hot chocolate?" 

"| don't like chocolate." 

My facepalm didn't escape Becky's notice. 


"What?" she demanded. "There's nothing wrong with not liking 
chocolate!" 


"| have a new appreciation for how much of a jerk your parents are." 
"Not liking chocolate isn't a sign of shitty parenting!" 

"Your dad buys you a chocolate cake for your birthday every year." 
Becky's irritation turned to surprise. "How did you kn-wait, of course, 
he buys them from you. Stupid question." She crossed her arms and 
let out a huff. "| didn't realize you paid that much attention." 

"Let's just Say your parents made an impression." 

"Do you like tea?" Homura asked her. 

"It's okay, | guess.” 

"Soup? You need something warm to drink." 

Becky rolled her eyes. "Sure, fine, whatever." 

Homura turned to me. "Cassandra?" 

"Yeah, on it." 

"Thank you. Becky, right? Come here..." 


| ducked into the pantry to retrieve a can of chicken soup, which | 
decanted into a bowl and warmed in the microwave while | continued 
texting. 


Megan Elwick 
Today at 11:48 pm 


| found her 
Took her home for the moment 


Already??? 


She was camped out on my doorstep []9 
You know what 
Not gonna question it 


Since you don't want me to send her home | assume she'll be 
staying the night? 


Shit 

Lemon think 

It's not a problem 

Let me” 

We have a guest bedroom 
Really? 

Thank you! 

I'll call you tomorrow? 

| need to figure out what to do 
about all this and I'm too tired to 
problem solve right now 

No 

Problem 

2 

Oh nm 


Sorry | typed n p and autocorrect got it 


Lol 

I've done that 

Thanks again 

You're a lifesaver 

| hope you get a good nights sleep 
Yeah wish me luck 

Not like | haven't been running 
around in a panic for the last 

ten minutes © 


When | finally turned around with the bowl of hot soup in hand, | 
almost burst out laughing; Homura had tucked Becky into the 
armchair with half a dozen blankets and at least one old-timey hot- 
water bottle. 


"She's really strong," our guest complained. 

"Shh," | said. "Enjoy the warmth. Have some soup.” 
"Not my mom," she muttered, but she ate the soup. 
Yee 


| waited until Becky was half-way through the bowl before | started 
asking questions. 


"I'd been having a really bad day," she said between spoonfuls. 
"Well, a really bad week, 'cause Dad was... it doesn't matter what he 
was mad about, but he confiscated my phone and computer the 
moment winter break started, which is sort of like confiscating my 
social life, you know? 


"Anyway, Dad was going on about the New Year's party this year, 
and how Megan's not going to be there. He was really pissed about 
that; he even said to me, 'Your sister's hiding up in Chicago, so you'd 
better not sneak off again.’ | guess she told him she can't come back 
for one reason or another, and he thinks she's lying about it to avoid 
coming home? Like, on one hand, | get that 'cause I'd totally do that 
if | could, but on the other, she usually just goes along with what he 
wants ‘cause it's easier than arguing, So maybe she really can't drive 
home? | dunno. 


"Uh, so, he says that to me, and then he started talking to Mom 
about which dress | was going to wear like | wasn't even there. He 
knows | hate dresses, he brought it up like that just to make me 
squirm. So | just kinda... flipped out a little? Grabbed a pair of 
scissors and went to town on my hair. And then | yelled, 'How's this 
look?' and ran to my room and shoved a bunch of clothes into my 
backpack and took off. Dad tried to stop me, got a fistful of my 
jacket, but | slipped out and ran." 


"When was this?" | asked. 


"| dunno. Lunchtime?" She shrugged. "| use the clock on my phone, 
usually." 


"Did you have a plan?" Homura asked. 


"Not really. | just couldn't stand it anymore-don't look at me like that, 
I'm not stupid!" 


"No one called you stupid," | said. 
"She was thinking it." 
"No she wasn't." 


"| was," Homura said. 


Far from being insulted, Becky turned to me with triumph in her eyes. 
"See?" 


| closed my eyes and took a deep breath because what else was | 
going to do about that exchange? 


"So," Homura prompted, "you ran out. And...?" 


"Yeah," Becky said. "I ran out. Dad yelled after me, 'If you leave now, 
you best not come back at all!', so | guess I'm kicked out now?" 


"Do you think he meant that?" | asked. "Or was it a spur-of-the- 
moment attempt to get you to stay?" 


She growled and glared into the empty soup bowl. "I dunno. 
Honestly, | kinda hope he meant it. I'd rather sleep outside than go 
home, so it's not like it changes much." 

"That's not healthy," Homura said. 

"Home isn't healthy," Becky snapped. 

"That is what | meant." 

"Could you have gone to a friend's house?" | asked. 

"No." 

Becky didn't elaborate. 

"Why not?" | asked. 

"| just couldn't, okay? Lay off." 

"Okay. | believe you." 

She huffed, then yawned-then yawned again, so widely | feared 


she'd fall asleep on the spot. | coaxed her to her feet before that 
could happen. 


"Come on, up you go," | said. "We've got a guest bedroom set up." 


"Al-" Becky's response fell victim to another massive yawn. 
"Already?" 


"You're not the first guest to need it." 
"Oh. Cool..." 


Homura tidied up the dishes and blankets while | led her back 'up' 
the hall and into the bedroom. It was just as clean and bare as it had 
been before Zeke arrived, though | doubt Becky noticed in her 
beeline for the bed. 


"Do you need some pajamas?" | asked. "Mine will be too big on you, 
but it might be better than nothing." 


"Nah. I'll sleep in my shirt." 
"If you're Sure." 


"I'm sure," Becky grumbled as she climbed onto the bed. "Jeez. 
Lemme sleep." 


"Okay, okay, I'll leave you alone." | turned to leave. "Goodnight, 
Becky." 


hess” 

| turned back around. "Yes?" 

"Could you... not call me Becky?" 

"Would you prefer | called you Rebecca?" 
"Well, uh..." 


She fell silent for long enough | started wondering if she'd fallen 
asleep midsentence. 


"Actually," she said at last, "| was thinking... could you call me... 
Eric?" 


There were a lot of things | wanted to say in that moment, but he'd 
long since burrowed under the covers and turned to face the wall, so 
| just said, "Of course. Goodnight, Eric." 


“Night.” 
| flipped the light off and shut the door. 
---X==X==X--- 


Homura brought out the Go board and handed me black, and we sat 
down across the kitchen table for a game. Maybe for her it was 
relaxing, but | had to pay too much attention for it to be a ‘chill’ 
activity-but maybe the point was to distract me. If that was the case, 
it worked; for a long while, the only sound was the soft tak of stones 
touching wood. 


Eventually, though, the game began to wind down, and my attention 
wavered. 


"Okay," | said. "So. That happened." 


"To be clear," Homura said, "by ‘that', do you mean the running away 
or the, uh, other thing?" 


"Mostly the other thing." 
Play continued. 


"I'm not completely sure what 'the other thing’ is," | continued. "I 
mean, | have guesses, but | want to ask him about it first." 


"Him?" 


"Again, guessing, but... Eric's a pretty masculine name." 


"Do you think her-sorry. Do you think his parents know?" 


"I'm not sure. That might be what his Dad was angry about, or it 
could be completely unrelated." 


| sighed. 
"I'll ask him tomorrow. Or Megan, if she calls before he wakes up." 
Homura raised an eyebrow a millimeter. "Are you sure she knows?" 


"Not one-hundred-percent sure, but I'm not just going to come out 
and say it. | can be subtle." 


"When you're keeping other people's secrets, maybe." 

"| resent that," | grumbled. "Yes, it's true, but | still resent it." 

The game concluded after another dozen moves. | lost about as 
badly as | normally did, which was a pretty fair showing against an 
expert opponent. Homura offered me another game, and when | 
declined, she put the board and bowls away. 


She was the one to ask the question we were both thinking. 


"If ‘it' is what it appears-he's transgender and his father is abusing 
him-what then?" 


"| don't know. | want to help, but..." 


"We can help," she assured me. "If he wants our help, we'll find a 
way to help." 


| leaned back in my chair and let go of a breath | hadn't noticed | was 
holding. "Thanks." 


"You're welcome." 


"Don't Suppose you have any idea what that 'help' would be, do 
you?" 


"You'd know better than | would," Homura said. "Maybe a haircut, to 
start." 


| had to stifle a chuckle. "That's a little mean. | Know you didn't mean 
it like that, but maybe don't say that to his face?" 


"He knows his hair is a mess, and pretending it isn't will only come 
off as condescending." 


| worried my lower lip with my teeth for a moment. "You might have a 
point there." 


"We can ask him tomorrow. I'm sure | can make him presentable." 
She gave me a reassuring smile. "I don't think | need to tell you, but 
to be clear: anything you think would help, anything at all, I'll make 
happen. Just say the word." 

"A blank check, huh?" | asked, smiling back. 

"| trust you won't ask for anything | can't provide. We're not lacking 
for money, | don't use the second bedroom, and we have access toa 
lot of different kinds of magic. We'll make it work." 


"Thank you." That wasn't enough, so | repeated it. "Seriously, thank 
you." 


"This is important to you-and to him, of course." 

"You were pretty mother-hen there yourself," | countered. 
Homura shook her head. "I was just being thorough." 
"That's what | said." 


She shot me a withering glare. 


=-=-XS=XKS=X === 


If I'd had a 'normal' job, I'd have probably called in sick the next day 
so | could stay and fuss over Eric when he woke up. | didn't have a 
‘normal’ job, didn't know how late he'd sleep in, and didn't have a 
good reason beyond my own busybody tendencies to recuse myself, 
so | set about my normal daily task of home- and shopkeeping. 


Homura relieved me an hour into my shift. 


"| can take the register for a day," she said. "He'll wake up soon, and 
| think you should be the one to talk to him when he does." 


"Why?" 
"Well, I'm sure you remember our disastrous first meeting." 


"| Know you're not going to make that mistake again," | told her. 
"You've been nothing but sensitive about it ever since." 


“Thank you. You should still be the one to greet him when he wakes 
up." 


| was tempted to keep arguing on principle, but we both knew she 
was telling me to do what | wanted to do anyway. 


"Thanks." 


Homura patted me on the shoulder, then shooed me away from the 
register. | headed upstairs and changed out of my uniform-which 
meant taking off the apron, un-tucking my shirt, and not much else. 
B-Eric wasn't stirring yet, so | called Megan. 


"Hello?" 
"Megan? It's Cassandra." 


"Cassandra!" she yelped. "Ugh, I'm sorry. | know | said I'd call you 
today, but | wanted to have something to say, you know, a plan or 


something, and I'm at a total loss." 


"That's fine," | told her. "It's not urgent-she can stay another night or 
two." 


"| can't ask you to do that!" 
"You didn't ask. | offered." 


Megan stuttered a bit, then took a deep breath and murmured, 
"Thank you." 


"It's not a problem, really. Uh, the reason | called was actually that, 
well... Becky mentioned a name | didn't recognize. Do you know 
someone named Eric?" 


There was a second's delay before Megan said, "No...? | thought | 
knew all her friends, but that doesn't ring a bell." 


"Not at all?" 


"No?" She sounded confused. "Are you sure she was talking about a 
real person and not, like, someone's D&D character?" 


"That could be it. I'll ask her when she wakes up." 


"Right. Um, | know | said it before, but thank you so much for 
dropping everything to find her. | was really worried." 


"It's not a problem," | insisted. "I'd be worried too if Someone | knew 
was out all night in this weather." 


"And for letting her stay over-you really went above and beyond, 
Cassandra. Thank you so much." Megan stopped and sighed. "Ugh. 
I'm really not sure what | can do to help. I'm not sure | can do 
anything about it. | think... if she's lucky, Dad will have cooled off by 
now, and she can... fuck, | don't Know. Fake an apology and tough 
out another two years? It sucks, but | don't have any alternatives." 


"Try not to worry about it too much, okay? We'll figure something 
out." 


"Yeah. We'll... we'll figure something out." 
"I'll Keep you updated," | promised. 
"Mhm. Thanks." 


"No problem." 


"Well," | said, "uh... bye." 
“Bye.” 
acs XS=KS=XK a5 


| heard Eric start moving around around noon, but he didn't stick his 
head out into the hallway until half past 1. 


"Good morning, Eric," | called from the kitchen. "Or should | say 
good afternoon?" 


He grunted and closed the door for a moment before emerging 
properly and walking over to sit down at the kitchen table, wearing 
the same shirt he'd slept in and what | assumed were yesterday's 
jeans. 


"Did you sleep alright?" | asked. 


Eric shrugged. "Okay," he said to his lap. "Never sleep right ina 
strange bed." 


"Oh, yeah, | used to be the same way. Want something to eat? If 
you're in the mood for breakfast, | can make pancakes or eggs. Or if 
you want lunch-" 


™M not hungry." 

"Really?" 

He grunted again rather than lie outright. 

"Well, let me know if you get hungry, 'kay?" 

"Sure." 

Thus began the waiting game. Eric stared at his lap. | looked at his 
haircut-probably salvageable, assuming he didn't mind cutting it 
short-and what | could see of his clothes-a large graphic t-shirt, badly 
rumpled from being slept in. Every five to ten seconds, his eyes 


would dart to me, then back to his lap. 


After half a minute of silence, | realized | wasn't so much ‘letting him 
go first' as | was ‘leaving him in suspense’. 


"Eric?" 


He started. "Huh? Oh, right. Uh..." Eric did an odd sort of shiver- 
shrug. "That's just, you know, my D&D character, you know? | 
missed this week's game, and, uh... | missed it, | guess." 


"So do you want me to go back to calling you what | normally call 
you?" 


"Yeah. That's... that's fine." 


"Okay," | said. "| can do that. But, | want you to know that if you want 
me to call you something else, or use different pronouns, or anything 
like that, that's fine too. All you have to do is ask." 


"Uh... no, that's-I don't-" 


| raised a hand to interrupt. "Sorry, hold on. I'm not trying to accuse 
you of anything. | just want to make you as comfortable as possible, 
so all you need to do is tell me what you want, and I'll do my best to 
accommodate you, okay?" 


Rebecca/Eric curled further into a ball of nerves. 


"And if you're not comfortable saying anything, you don't have to-the 
only reason | want to know is so | can treat you the way you want to 
be treated. If you don't want anything to change, you don't have to 
say a word." 


They took me up on that. 
"Would you like a shower?" | offered. 


"No-err, | mean..." She looked down at her rumpled shirt and sighed. 
"| could use a shower, yeah, but... no, | should..." 


Rebecca(?) sat up straight and set her jaw; her arms went from 
hugging herself to folded in challenge. "I'm transgender,” he said. 
"That's why | ran away, and if that's a problem, I'll leave now." 


It took me a second to formulate a response. 

"It's... not a problem?" | said. "Not at all. | meant it when | said it 
would be fine-for goodness sake, half the reason | jumped to 
conclusions is that I'm transgender, too." 

His response was a disbelieving, "Nooo." 

"Yup." 

Eric very carefully kept his wide eyes pointed everywhere except at 
me, lest he be caught trying to clock me in light of my shocking 


revelation. 


"Should | still call you Eric, then?" | asked. 


"Yes. Uh, please." 

"And your pronouns?" 

"He/him," Eric said. "| mean, you probably guessed, but, well, I'm..." 
He stopped and swallowed, unable to say the word. 

"A boy?" | finished for him. 

The challenge went out of him like a popped balloon. 

"I'm not," he mumbled. "Should've been. Wanna be. But I'm not." 
"Eric." 


It took him half a second to remember he was supposed to respond 
to that name. 


"Eric," | repeated, "you are whoever you want to be. If you tell me 
you're a boy, then you're a boy, no matter what your body looks like. 
That's what being transgender means. If you tell me you don't want 
to be a girl or a boy, or you feel like both, or it changes day to day- 
then that's who you are, and | will treat you, talk about you, and talk 
to you however you want me to." 


"So you're fine with pretending I'm a boy? Even with..." He poked his 
breasts. 


"It's not pretending. Your body doesn't determine your gender, no 
matter what people try to say. | mean, if you want it to be pretend, I'll 
pretend, but just because your body looks one way doesn't mean 
acting another way is fake." 


Eric blinked and looked away, wiping at his eyes with the back of one 
hand as-! hoped-a little bit of tension left him. 


"Uh, not that I'm not happy to see you and all," he said stiffly, “but 
don't you work, like, all day?" 


"Akemi took my shift. Said | should be the one up here when you 
woke up." 


"Why?" 

"Couple reasons. She wants to be respectful, but she wasn't sure 
how to talk about things with you, well, 'respectfully’." | paused, then 
added, "And also because she knew | was stressing out about it and 
figured it would be better for me as well." 

He snorted. 

"Yeah, | know," | grumbled. "How are you doing?" 

"S'okay." 

"Okay enough to answer a few questions?" 

"Can | refuse?" 

"Obviously." 

Eric stood up and wandered over to the window, floating back and 
forth across the edges of the room. Finally, he shrugged and said, 
"You can ask whatever, as long as | don't have to answer." 

"Does Megan know you identify as male?" 


"Hmm? Oh, yeah. She does." 


"Ah." | cleared my throat. "I, uh... | asked Megan if she knew an Eric, 
but she didn't recognize the name." 


"Well, | just kind of... decided to use that one on the spot? She used 
to call me R.B.-the letters from ReBecca, but pronounced like, you 
know, the sandwich place? It's kinda masculine and flew under the 
radar until | screwed up." Eric sighed and poked at the blinds 
absentmindedly. "She kept my secret better than | did." 


"What do you mean?" 


"| mean | yelled it at Mom during a fight about... | think it was about 
clothes or something? | hate dressing up, and | have no words for 
how much | hate these." He waved a hand at his chest. "She threw a 
fit to Dad, and Dad... Dad went quiet, which is even worse than him 
screaming. You know?" 


"| know. Believe me, | Know." | gave Eric a moment, then asked, 
"What happened next?" 


"He turned my life upside down is what. He thought my friends were 
the problem, so he cut me off." 


"How'd he do that? | mean, | get that he can stop you from leaving 
the house, but he couldn't stop you from talking to them at school, 
could he?" 


"He pulled me out of school!" he snapped. "| had to change schools 
right at the end of the year 'cause of him!" 


"You and Megan didn't go to the same school?" 


"Nah, | was having trouble in class when | was really young, so | got 
moved to a private school. He didn't want to pay for it, but Mom 
yelled at him until he gave in and sent me to school in Apoapolis." 


Eric gave up looking at the blinds and returned to his seat with a 
heavy sigh. "So, yeah, | had to transfer schools like a month before 
graduation, which sucked." 


"Graduation?" 


"Middle school graduation. Why'd you think | didn't have any friends 
as a freshman?" 


"Oh." 


"| tried to run away that summer-after freshman year, not, like, eighth 
grade-and Dad tracked me down and brought me back. | guess he 
still cared back then? Anyway, he offered me a deal: if | spent the 
next year doing my very best to be a girl and | sti// wasn't happy, 
we'd talk about... you know. Transition stuff. 


"So | did. | dressed how he wanted, hung out with friends he 
approved of, and did everything he asked for a whole damn year. | 
even stopped complaining, because Dad said complaining meant | 
wasn't giving it 'my best shot' and it'd be breaking the deal! So | put 
up with it all sophomore year, just like he wanted. By the time 
summer rolled around | wanted to die, and | told him so. | told him | 
could barely get up in the morning because of how much | hated 
living like this, and you know what he said? 


"He said | was doing so well that obviously | should stay a girl! That | 
was just 'confused' and would ‘get used to it' if | just kept going! He 
doesn't believe trans people even exist and never planned to honor 
the deal in the first place!" 


Eric paled slightly when he realized he'd been shouting, but my 
reaction pushed his embarrassment out the window. "Fuck that!" | 
Snapped. "Sorry, | mean... no, you Know what? To hell with him! 
That's beyond cruel!" 


He stared at me for a long few seconds. 
"Sorry," | mumbled. "That might have been out of line." 


"No, |, uh, appreciate it. | don't usually get that kind of feedback, you 
know?" 


"Um... you're welcome?" 


"Thanks." Eric broke eye contact again, staring down at the table in 
front of him. "After he broke his end of the deal, | said hell with it, 

gave up being 'committed', found some online communities. That's 
how | found the D&D group I'd been playing with for the last couple 


months, until Dad started snooping on my computer and caught me 
role-playing again. When | was playing Dungeons & Dragons, | could 
pretend | wasn't me, you know?" 

"| get it." 


"Do you real-?" He cut himself off and looked up at me again for a 
moment. 


"You said you're a trans woman?" he asked at last. 
"Yeah." 
"Your transition turned out great." 


"| got really lucky," | said, which was one hundred percent true. "And 
| do ‘get it'. Escapist fantasy was my lifeline in high school." 


Eric nodded, accepting my empathy. "Did you transition in high 
school, then?" 


| snorted. "I wish. | didn't even know | was trans until | was thirty." 


"Seriously?" He gave me another appraising look. "You barely look 
thirty now." 


"Thanks." | forced a small cough, then returned to the previous topic. 
"You said your dad went through your phone?" 


"My computer. | dunno what he did, but he definitely found out | was 
role-playing. That's why | lost my phone and computer privileges." 


"And that was last week, you said?" 
"Yeah. Right at the start of Christmas Break, which is the worst." 


Well, that was sort of a segue. "So... what happened yesterday?" 


Eric looked up at me, then went back to looking off to my left. "S'like | 
said: Dad was making a big deal out of New Year's, talking about his 
daughter like | wasn't even there. Emphasizing it, even, and... 
honestly, | could probably deal if it wasn't for the whole dress-up 
thing? But that's exactly what he was rubbing in my face, and | got 
so fed up | just, | dunno, decided to break his stuff, | guess.” 


"His stuff?" 


He pointed to his hair. "He thinks he owns me. Well, he can't replace 
me, not like a TV or something." 


"You cut off your hair to get back at him." 

Eric flinched. 

"Eric? You okay?" 

"Yeah, sorry, just... it worked a little too well." 

He stood and started wandering around the kitchen again, too 
restless to stand still. "| heard you dropped by one of Dad's big New 
Year's parties. Can you imagine what it would look like if | showed up 
to something like that with my hair like this? He was so mad fora 
moment he couldn't even speak. He turned purple. That's when | 
knew | had to leave." 

"Were you already planning to stay out all night?" 


"| wasn't planning anything! | just shoved a bunch of clothes-wait, 
where's my bag?" 


"| put it in your room," | said, nodding towards the bedrooms. 


"Ah. Didn't even look for it." Eric let out a small puff of amusement. 
“Thanks for letting me stay here, by the way." 


"I'm glad | could help. How'd you end up here, anyway?" 


| twisted around in my chair to stay facing him as he wandered over 
the kitchen counter and picked up the electric kettle to fiddle with. 


"| didn't know where to go," he said. "All my friends-my real friends- 
lived in Apoapolis. | headed over to the library, but they kicked me 
out at closing, so that didn't help much. Anyway, it was getting real 
cold out, and | didn't have my winter jacket 'cause I'd had to wiggle 
out of it to get free of Dad when he grabbed me. You seemed nice, 
and | know Megan likes you, so | thought, you know, maybe | could 
beg a cup of tea or something." 


"At midnight?" 


"| got here at... | dunno, like ten minutes after whenever the library 
closes? | didn't know how late you guys stay open, or even what 
time it was, but I didn't have anything better to do." Eric put the kettle 
back down on its stand and wandered over to the windows again, 
forcing me to twist the other way. "I was tired of walking, and it was 
cold, and I'd probably have to sleep outside anyway, so... | figured it 
was as good a place as any. Out of the wind, at least. Kinda dozed 
off until you jumped out at me." 


"Not a bad choice," | said. "Made you easy to find." 
"| guess." He turned to face me again, though he was still looking off 
to my left rather than meeting my eyes. "So, uh, what happens 


now?" 


"Well, since you're asking me..." | stood up and walked over the 
refrigerator. "/ think you should have breakfast. Did you have lunch 
or dinner yesterday?" 


"| had soup, didn't I? I'm all right." 
Eric's stomach growled in contradiction. 


"Eggs or pancakes?" | asked, already rifling through the fridge. 


"Pancakes sound nice," he mumbled. 


"Great." | pulled out the milk and eggs and set them on the counter. 
"How about you take that shower while | make pancakes?" 


Eric looked down at his rumpled shirt and sighed. 


"Yeah, | guess | do need a shower." 
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Zephyrosis, and Mizu. 
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| led Eric to the shower, got him a fresh towel, and put his dirty 
clothes in the washer downstairs. | could have cleaned them 
instantly-Potterverse magic was good for a lot of annoying 
household chores in a very ‘housewife wish fulfillment’ way- 


Do you have tinkertech washing machines, or something? 
but | didn't. He had another change of clothes, anyway. 


Cass, | believe you are severely overcompensating for your 
perceived shortcomings in your second Jump. 


Goddamn it, this wasn't the time! | could worry about myself later! 


Pancakes were simple enough to make. Eggs, milk, flour, oil, anda 
few (of what | thought of as) 'infinitesimals': baking powder, salt, 
sugar, and vanilla, the sorts of things | didn't bother keeping separate 
while measuring (or in categories in my head) because they were so 
small that throwing them out was hardly a waste. Not that | was likely 
to make mistakes at this point; in fact, | had enough practice 
measuring stuff that | could start the griddle heating before making 
the batter and not have left it smoldering for half an hour by the time 
it was ready to pour. 


That level of 'experience' had taken an embarrassingly long time, but 
I'd long since learned that when it came to me and baking, 
‘embarrassingly long times' just happened. It'd go faster if | used 
pancake mix, but Homura wouldn't let me keep any in the apartment. 


The pancakes came out the exact same! 


At any rate, the first pancake came off the griddle just as the shower 
shut off. | heard the bathroom door open and close, followed by the 
bedroom door; Eric came into the kitchen a couple minutes later, 
once again wearing his oversized hoodie, and demolished enough 
pancakes to feed a family of four. 


"Ahhh," he sighed, reclining as best he could in the stiff-backed 
wooden chair. "That was good.” 


"Going back to sleep already?" 


"Mm?" Eric blinked sluggishly, then sat up straight and shook the 
cobwebs out of his head. "No, I'm good." 


"You can take a nap, if you want." 
"Nah. Slept too much already.” 
"Okay." 


Eric helped me clear the table like a well-mannered guest, and we 
sat back down across a clear tabletop. 


"So," he said, still looking slightly off to my side rather than meeting 
my eyes, "what now?" 


"Whatever you need." 


He looked confused, so | continued, "! want to help. | don't know 
what you need, but if | can help, | want to help. If you just need a 
place where people will gender you correctly, | can do that. If you 
need an address to send packages to that your parents won't see, | 
can do that, too. If you need help making or getting to appointments- 
therapy, transition, whatever-I can do that. If you need a place to 
Stay..." 


| trailed off, unsure exactly how to offer a free room. It wasn't exactly 
a ‘small favor’. 


| needn't have worried. 


"Really?" Eric asked. His eyes looked to me for a moment before 
returning to the spot to my left. "You'd... you'd let me stay here?" 


"Absolutely. | don't know what your parents will think, but if you need 
a place to sleep-" 


"I-" Eric interrupted me, then interrupted himself and hesitated for a 
moment before continuing in a much softer voice, "I do. I'd rather 
sleep outside than go back home-not that anywhere Dad was felt like 
home in the first place. | didn't have my own room, | occupied a room 
in his house at his pleasure. Well, I'm finally at the point I'd rather not 
have a room at all than have one of his." 


"I'm happy to say you don't have to make that choice-between him 
and outside, | mean. | don't know if this"-| motioned at the apartment- 
"will ever feel like 'home' to you, but you're welcome here. Always. 
For as long as you need, Eric." 


Eric stared at me for a moment before saying "Thank you" with more 
than a bit of formality. Then he burst into tears. 


If | was any judge, they weren't tears of sorrow, or happiness, or 
grief, or relief; they were simply tears of stress. | grabbed the 
garbage can and tissue box from the bathroom and set them up next 
to him, then retreated to the living room to let him be; better to let 
him calm down at his own pace than remind him he'd broken down 
in front of an only-moderately-close acquaintance. 


That was the thought, anyway. Maybe there was a better option, but 
| trusted my gut on this one and gave him space until he sought me 
out. | was still functionally in the same room, anyway, and it didn't 
take long enough for him to recover that | started second-guessing 
my decision. 


| put my book down when | heard him push his chair back from the 
table. He stopped to pick up the tissues and trashcan, then turned 
around to find me already facing him. 


"Miss... um..." 

"You can call me Cassandra," | said as | stood up. 

"Okay. Um, thank you, Miss Cassandra." 

"Is 'Miss Firstname’ something they have you guys do in school?" 


Eric nodded. "Yeah-well, for adults who aren't 'Mr. or Ms. Lastname’ 
instead. Why?" 


"Because Megan and her friends do the same thing, and now | know 
why. You can just call me 'Cassandra’, by the way. No 'Miss' 
required.” 


"Um, okay." He hefted the tissues and trash. "Where do these go?" 


"In the bathroom-here, let me." | took the tissues and trash can off 
his hands and returned them to their place. 


Eric cleared his throat nervously as | returned. "| hate to be a 
bother," he said, "but can | borrow a computer and let my friends 
know what's up? | kinda dropped off the planet when | lost my 
phone." 


"I've got a laptop you can borrow. Be right back." | retrieved my old 
laptop from the bottom of my bedroom closet, checked if it would 
turn on, then dug deeper until | found the power cord. It booted up 
fine after that, so | grabbed an extension cord, headed back to the 
kitchen, and plugged it all in. 


Once Eric sat down, | retreated to the living room again to give hima 
bit of privacy rather than hover over his shoulder like | was going to 
read his messages. No problems came up before he sighed and 
closed the laptop. 


"What now?" Eric asked. 

"Is there anything else you want to do?" 

He shrugged. 

"You can keep using the laptop," | suggested, so he did. 
---X==X==X--- 


Homura ambushed Eric half an hour later with a comb and a pair of 
hair scissors. 


"You need a haircut," she announced. 

"What," he replied, "right here in the kitchen?" 

"Do you trust me?" 

From the look he was giving the scissors, the answer was ‘no’. 

"| can hardly make it worse," Homura said. 

Eric grunted. "Ouch." 

"S0:..2" 

"Fine. Do whatever." 

It took her less than a minute to fix his hair into a neat boyish cut. 
Homura stepped back and waved me in as she gathered up the 
fallen hair in one hand-missing none of it, thanks to some perk or 
magic or something-and tossed it in the trash. | thus got the privilege 


of handing him a hand-mirror. 


"Wow," he muttered after half a minute's consideration. "That's nota 
terrible haircut at all." 


"Thank you," Homura deadpanned. 

"He likes it," | translated. 

Eric handed off the mirror and opened the laptop up again, so we left 
him be and reconvened in Homura's office, where | summarized the 


day's conversations. "... so unless his parents object whenever we 
end up contacting them, he'll be staying here." 


"Unfortunately, if his parents do object, keeping him here would be 
kidnapping." 


"Yeah." | sighed and leaned back against the wall by her desk. "He's 
been gone for a full day now. Do you think they're still waiting for him 
to come back?" 

"| can check." 

"Do | want to know how?" 

"| won't harm anyone." 

That wasn't what | asked, Homura. 

"Let's ask permission, rather than forgiveness." | glanced towards 
the corner of the room pointing at the kitchen like | could see through 
walls. "What do we do in the meantime? Assume he'll be staying?" 
"Whatever you think would make him most comfortable." 

"Glad we agree." 
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Eric was such a meek and well-mannered guest it would have been 
easy to forget he was here at all. Thinking about why he acquired 


that skill made me want to shout Mr. and Mrs. Elwick clean in half- 
metaphorically, that is. 


The fantasy in these situations tends to be confrontation: delivering 
the perfect verbal smackdown that shatters your target's incorrect 
worldview and leaves you standing, proud and righteous, in the ruins 
of their bullshit beliefs. 


Could | actually do that? 


Maybe; I'd never tested just how effective that 'innate’ perk Max had 
mentioned was. In normal circumstances, I'd put my money on 'no’. 

The people most deserving of it tended to be those least affected by 
it: the assholes with egos too large for words to penetrate. 


The people most affected by your words were the ones you were 
supposed to protect. Family and friends, the people who looked up 
to you and respected you. Which was probably why... 


Did | want to? 
Damn right, | did. 


Even knowing what it felt like to take that kind of abuse, | still found 
myself wishing | could call up the Elwicks and just yell their stupid, 
ignorant bullshit apart. And unlike the idle daydreams of showing up 
with fox ears and fireballs and terrorizing them into compliance, it 
was something | was actually tempted to try. 


What am | going to do? 


Mr. Elwicks' instruction not to come home, given in anger, wasn'ta 
good indication of where he stood on the matter. He might actually 
want to wash his hands of his son, or he might want his son back to 
‘correct’ his behavior. There was no way to know without talking to 
him, which was unfortunate because it would be really helpful to 
know before talking to him. 


This kind of uncertainty was exactly the kind of bullshit social perks 
magicked away-or maybe 'un-confidence' was a better word than 
‘uncertainty’. | had to confront the Elwicks eventually, and if | messed 


up, Eric would be the one paying the price. Hell, | wasn't even sure 
there was a way to not mess up. There were too many fucking 
unknowns. 


So | focused on what | did know. | had a house-guest to look after, so 
that's what | did. 


| asked Eric about his favorite foods and took notes for next week's 
grocery shopping. | wiped the laptop-more in the vain hope of 
restoring some of its long-lost performance than concern over 
anything | might have left on it-for his personal use. And a couple 
days after his arrival, | sat down with him and Homura to discuss an 
unfortunately painful topic. 


"| know it's not a conversation you want to have," | told him, "but we 
need to figure out how we're going to deal with your parents." 


"What do you mean?" 
"Do you think they'll demand you go home?" 


"| dunno." Eric wilted in his seat as he added, "Would you make me if 
they did?" 


"You're a minor," Homura reminded him. "If we didn't, we'd be guilty 
of kidnapping." 


"What about, like, legal emancipation or whatever it's called?" 
"It's an option, but it won't be fast." 

"Can we start now, then?" 

"Not without getting your parents involved." 


Eric put his elbows in front of him and his forehead in his hands, 
resting his head and blocking out the world at the same time. 


"We need to talk to them one way or the other," Homura said. "Even 
if they don't demand you return, all of your things are still with them." 


"It's all girly crap, though. Mom tossed everything | /iked ages ago." 
| once again found myself wanting to slap the Elwicks silly. 

"| know, | Know," Eric grumbled, misinterpreting my frown. "They're 
still my legal parents or whatever. | just hate that | need them to /et 
me do anything." 


| nodded. "I Know." 


"| mean, Dad told me not to come back. That ought'a count as, like, 
forfeiting parenting rights or something." 


Were it that easy. 


"You don't have to go anywhere near them," | reassured him. "May 
we talk to them?" 


"Do you want me to go home?" 

| stopped myself from blurting ‘no’. | didn't want him to go home, but | 
needed to say so without making it sound like | wanted him to not go 
home. 

"I'm happy to let you stay," | told him. "| won't keep you here if you 
want to go home, but | don't want you to go home on my account, 
either." 

"If you talk to my parents, they'll know where | am." 

"And you think they'll demand you come home?" 


Eric shrugged. "I dunno," he told the table. "Maybe." 


"You know the longer you put this off, the scarier it will get." 


"And once you go back to school, they'll know where to find you 
regardless," Homura de-assured him. 


"| know," Eric whispered. "I just... can | stay here a little longer?" 


"Let me talk to them," Homura said. "| promise | won't let them force 
you to do anything you don't want." 


"You just said you'd have to send me home if they asked.” 


"| didn't say we would, | said we'd be guilty of kidnapping if we 
didn't." 


"So you're willing to kidnap me?" he asked peevishly. 
"If that is what it takes to ensure your well-being, yes." 
Eric lifted his head to give us a look of surprise. 
"Kicking down doors?" he asked. 

| raised an eyebrow. "Who told you that story?" 


"Who do you think?" Eric sighed and dropped his head back into his 
hands. "Fine. Whatever." 


Permission gained, such as it was, we left him in possession of the 
TV remote and headed to the entryway. 


"What exactly are you planning?" | asked Homura as she pulled her 
boots on. 


"| won't be doing anything superhuman. | am simply not going to 
accept 'no' for an answer." She finished tying off the laces and stood 
up. "Unless you think it would be appropriate to do something more 
drastic?" 


"| have a feeling | wouldn't like whatever that means." 


"That's what | expected." 


She pulled on her coat and headed out. 


"I'm home," Homura called a little under two hours later. | paused the 
TV show we were watching-a rerun of some police procedural | was 
ignoring in favor of the newspaper-and turned to Eric to see how 
he'd react. 


He didn't. Eric continued staring at the television as Homura made 
her way to the living room, carrying a large cardboard box. 


"How did it go?" | asked. 

"They'll let him remain here for the time being." 

Eric whipped around in his seat with an eager, "Really?" 
"Yes." 


He stared at her for a moment longer, then sagged like a puppet with 
its strings cut, slumping bonelessly against the arm of the couch. 


"You okay?" | asked him. 
"Mm," Eric hummed. "What does ‘for the time being' mean?" 


"They remain convinced you will 'snap out of it' at some unknown 
point in the future," Homura replied. 


"Figures." 


"That conviction does mean they're not terribly worried about how 
long you stay here, so you don't have a looming deadline." 


His response was a very sarcastic, "Yaaay." 


| nodded at the cardboard box. "Were you able to get his things?" 


"Only the SIM card from his phone," she replied. "His father expects 
him to return, and as such refused to part with any of his belongings 
unless | paid for them.” 


"Seriously?" 


"Yes-and at their original retail value irrespective of condition or 
depreciation." 


That wasn't just greedy, it was outright spiteful. "What's in the box, 
then?" 


"That sounds like Dad," Eric grumbled. "How much does a SIM card 
cost? And what does it do?" 


Homura answered his question rather than mine. "Practically 
nothing, and serve as a unique identifier for a particular phone, 
respectively." 


"So what good does having my SIM card do?" 


"It lets you keep your phone number," Homura replied, reaching into 
her jacket pocket and pulling out a smartphone in a slick navy blue 
case. "Given that | would have to pay full price either way, | elected 
to buy you a new phone." 


That got his attention, and he scrambled to his feet to investigate. 
"You bought me a whole new phone?" 


"| thought you would prefer one that wasn't pink, and yes, it is. | was 
able to copy the data over as well.” 


"Is--er, uh, yes. Wow." Eric hesitated, then reached out and took the 
phone Homura was still holding out. "Thank you. Wait, this is the 
latest model, isn't it?" 


"It is." 


"Wow." Eric wandered back towards the couch, already buried in his 
phone. "Is it already... yup. Oh, nice, all my apps are already here, 
too." 


"What's in the box?" | asked again. 


Homura's mouth turned upwards in one of her subtly-unsubtle grins. 
"| rescued some things from the inside of a chair." 


Eric went ramrod straight, then dropped his now-forgotten phone 
onto the couch and hurried back to peer into the box. "You-how did 
you find them?" 


"They were well-hidden, but when | checked if you'd hidden anything 
under the cushion, the seam had clearly been cut and resewn." 


"So you decided to cut it again?" 

Homura's grin grew less subtle. "| had my suspicions." 

| got up and walked over to take a peek myself, concerned and 
curious in equal measure as to what exactly Homura had managed 


to retrieve. The answer appeared to be a couple dozen little 
packages wrapped in tissue paper. 


"His miniatures were in a chair cushion?" | asked. 

She nodded. "! am curious how that came to be as well." 

We looked to Eric, who sighed and ran a hand through his hair, a 
momentary look of surprise crossing his face when said hair ended 
close to his scalp. "Dad, uh, told me | had to throw them all out." 

"He what," | snapped before | could control myself. 

Eric wasn't put off by my anger; if anything, it perked him up. "I Know, 
right? Remember the whole ‘do as | say for a year' thing | 


mentioned? That was part of that. | tried to argue, but he went ona 
whole rant about 'commitment' and ‘good faith' and how he needed 


to believe that | was really trying and not just waiting it out, so it all 
had to go." 


Maybe more ‘drastic' measures wouldn't be so bad after all. |t was an 
idle thought with no intent behind it, but it was a good indication of 
just how much | was coming to despise the senior Elwicks. 


"That doesn't explain how they ended up inside an incredibly pink 
chair," Homura said. 


"Oh. See, Dad knew | had a lot of miniatures, but he didn't know 
exactly how many, so | picked out the ones | really wanted to keep 
and Megan hid them in her armchair." 


"That was Megan's chair?" 

"Did you think it was mine?" 

"It fit the room well enough." 

Eric huffed. "Yeah, well, | didn't choose the room either." 
"| expected as much." 

My ire towards his parents increased another notch. 
"SO, you said Megan hid them?" Homura prompted. 


"Yeah. She sewed the seam shut and kept her stuffed animals on it 
SO no one would sit on it, then she gave me the chair when she left 
for college. Dad didn't mind 'cause, you know, pink. Anyway, we hid 
the best ones and gave Dad the rest, but | pro'ly saved too many. 
Like | said, he didn't know how many | had, but he did know | hada 
lot. | lied and told him that I'd already thrown out some of the ones 
that had come out ugly. He didn't believe me, but he never found 
where I'd hidden them, so..." 


"He had no way to know for certain you'd held some back and knew 
that if you hadn't, punishing you for doing so would have been 


counterproductive." 


Eric nodded. "Yeah, but he kept looking, so | never got to sneak 
them out. Not that | had anywhere else to hide them..." 


"| hope you don't mind that | retrieved them." 

"Of course not! I'm glad you found them. Now | don't have to worry 
about whether Dad is going to throw out all my stuff." He hesitated, 
then asked, "Uh, is he going to throw out my stuff?" 


"Given that he refused to part with a S/M card for free, | don't think 
he'll throw out any of your things." 


He scoffed. "He made me throw out the miniatures and stuff, 
remember? It's not about the money, it's about being able to take 
things from people." 


Ire +1. 


"| see," Homura said. "Is there anything you'd like me to go back for, 
just in case?" 


Eric thought about for a moment, then shrugged. 


"Not really," he decided. "| wouldn't've minded some of the stuffed 
animals, | guess." 


"Oh. I'm sorry, | assumed they were your father's idea." 


"Oh, they're definitely Dad's. I've just spent the last year fantasizing 
about burning them, you know?" 


| decided to cut in before Homura could accept his request. "We're 
not going to retrieve your stuffed animals just so you can burn your 
father in effigy." 


"It's not an ‘effigy’." 


"No arson." 
"Aw." 


Eric played with the sleeves of his hoodie for a few seconds, then 
wandered back to the front of the couch and narrowly missed 
slouching onto his new phone. 


"I'm kinda surprised Dad's waiting for me to come home," he said. 
"After that fight | kind of figured he'd, you know, just toss all my stuff 


on the curb and wash his hands of me. | kind of wish he would. It'd 
be easier, you know?" 


"Easier how?" Homura asked. 


"Easier to cut ties. If | was cutting back, | mean. Like, Dad doesn't 
really want me back, right? He wants his 'daughter' back. And not 
because he loved her or anything, just ‘cause she's ‘his'." 


There wasn't a lot | could say to that. 
"I'm sorry," | offered. 
"| bet." Eric caught himself. "Sorry, that was, uh, rude." 


"A little, yeah, but | don't blame you. It's been a heck of a few days. 
Are you okay?" 


"I'm fine." He folded his arms, cringing as his breasts got in the way. 
"Darn it. | hate these things." 


"Have you considered a binder?" Homura asked. 
"Can | have one?" Eric all-but begged. "Please?" 
"Absolutely," | said, knowing my ‘Quest Log'-more of a to-do list, this 


decade-would already have a new entry. "Actually, your laptop's right 
there. Why don't we order that now?" 


Homura shot me an approving smile as Eric raced over to the laptop, 
angst forgotten. 


The next day was a rather subdued New Year's Eve. 


| didn't want to leave Eric alone, and he didn't want to go out, so | 
decided to skip this year's New Year's Eve party. To my (pleasant) 
surprise, Homura elected to go alone, though she came home half 
an hour before midnight to ring in the new year with us. | was still 
pleased she had enough social ties in that circle to go at all... or 
maybe she just didn't want to break her streak of annual pie catering. 


Eric and | were just finishing Die Hard-because the meme about it 
being a Christmas Movie is funny no matter where you stand on the 
issue-when Homura got back. | turned the TV to the news for the 
countdown to the ball drop, then headed into the kitchen, where | 


uncorked a bottle I'd bought earlier that day and poured us all a drink 
to toast the New Year. 


"What, really?" Eric asked when | handed him one of the 
wineglasses. 


"Why not?" | replied. "Happy New Years!" 


We clinked glasses as the clock struck midnight. Eric took a cautious 
sip, then looked at me with disdain. 


"This is apple juice,” he said. 

"Sparkling apple juice," | corrected. 

"Whatever. | thought | was getting what you had." 

"You did." | held out my glass so he could smell the lack of alcohol. 


"Cassandra Is a teetotaler," Homura added. 


Eric huffed and mumbled, "Well, that's a contrast." 
We adults exchanged a glance. 


"My parents used to give us this stuff on New Years so we could feel 
like we fit in with adults," | explained, moving the subject back into 
safer territory. "It's sort of a tradition." 


Eric hummed and took another sip. "It's okay, | guess," he allowed. 
"I'd rather have a coke." 


"Well, this doesn't have caffeine. Speaking of which, how late are 
you planning to stay up tonight?" 


"How late are you gonna /et me stay up?" 

"School starts again on the fourth," | reminded him. 
"Uuuuuugh.” 
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Homura took Eric clothes shopping early on New Year's Day. | could 
have asked her to cover my shift and done it myself, but | figured it 
would be good to let them get used to each other. 


"Are you going to need anything for school?" | asked as we got 
ready to leave to our various tasks. "Anything you might've left at 
home, | mean? Books, pencils, that kind of thing?" 


"| don't think so," Eric said. "I left everything | didn't need in my 
locker, and I'm pretty sure | packed everything back into my 
backpack when | finished my homework. | didn't have time to unload 
it on my way out, so | just threw stuff in on top." 


"How sure is 'pretty sure'?" 


"Uh... I'll check." 


"Good plan." 
"Speaking of school, though," he said, "I'm going to need makeup." 
"We'll buy some," Homura said. 


"Thanks. And, uh, you're going to need to call me Rebecca in 
public.” 


"I'll do that," | agreed. 
What else...? 


"Oh, yeah, another thing," | said. "| do laundry on Sundays, so make 
sure your stuff is ready to go if you want it done." 


"| can do my own laundry," Eric said. "It's not like Mom or Dad had 
time to do it for us." 


"| mean, if you're willing to take your clothes down to the shop 
yourself, feel free.” 


He did a double-take. "Your laundry machine is in the shop?" 


"Where else would we put it?" | asked, motioning towards the whole 
of the apartment. 


"Uh..." 
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The binder arrived that afternoon thanks to rush shipping. Eric 
declined my and Homura's offers of help and retreated to his room to 
do it himself. 


It took about half an hour for him to get it right. 


"How do | look?" he asked as he poked his head out of his bedroom. 


"You have to let me see the rest of you." 

"Oh." He swung the door open and stepped out into the hallway. 
"Looks good," | said. "How does it feel?" 

"Tight," Eric grumbled. "Not sure it's worth it." 

"Really?" 


"Yeah. Like, yay, I'm flat-ish, but now | just look like a girl with no 
figure." 


"How about some makeup, then?" 


"Makeup?" Eric looked confused for a moment before he caught on. 
"Oh, like a beard and stuff? Can you do that?" 


"| sure can. Lemme grab some stuff." After a quick detour to the 
Warehouse for a more involved makeup kit than the one | used 
shape-shifting to not need, | sat Eric back down in front of his vanity 
and went to work. 


This sort of makeup work was something I'd picked up in the 
Protectorate decades ago-using it to change the apparent shape and 
contours of a face, that is, the better to obscure one's identity 
anywhere a mask didn't cover. We had professional makeup artists 
make us up for the big events-the more likely people were to get 
good photographs of capes' faces, the more important makeup 
became-but for day-to-day stuff, we had to learn our own. I'd had to 
learn particularly fast because it was my job to teach the Wards how 
to do it themselves. 


For Eric, | focused on strengthening his jawline and squaring his chin 
while downplaying the natural curves of his face. | exaggerated his 
eyebrows, added a blueish tinge to his lower face that implied a not- 
quite-close-enough shave, and-with great difficulty, because he was 


ticklish-drew shadows and highlights on his neck to form the image 
of an Adam's apple. 


"Ready?" | asked. 

“| guess." 

| spun him around to face the mirror and waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

"That's me?" he asked. 

"That's you." 

"Wow." He prodded his cheeks, then frowned when he began turning 
his head to better inspect the changes. "The thing on my neck only 
looks right if I'm holding my head just so." 

"Yeah, sorry." The trick worked by making shading look like 
shadows, so it looked weird if the light was hitting the rest of the face 
at a different angle than they were drawn at. | offered him a makeup 
remover wipe. "Want to wipe it off?" 

"No, it's fine!" 

That meant he liked it. 
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"You know," | murmured, "this might be one of the most 'Wish 
Fulfillment’ things I've done since | got here." 


"Why's that?" Homura asked. 


"Because I'm helping." 


| watched from the hallway as Eric posed in front of the mirror in 
profile, the better to admire his flattened chest. 


"| mean," | continued, "back home, you couldn't spend much time at 
all in trans spaces online without meeting people like him. People 
who couldn't get the care they needed, either because of where they 
lived or who their family was. | was lucky by most standards: my 
family supported me and | had access to doctors who would provide 
care for transgender people. A lot of people don't have either. | 
always hated that | couldn't do anything to help." 


A pair of arms encircled me from behind as Homura nuzzled her 
head into my shoulder blades. | grinned to myself at Homura 
initiating a hug even as | play-fought to get my arms free from where 
they were pinned to my sides. "What's this for?" 


"You," she said. "Just you.” 
"Thanks...?" 


She squeezed me one more time, then released me. "Is this what 
you want to do, then?" 


"Hmm?" 
"Going forward, in the 'chain." 
| winced. 


"| don't know," | said. "Helping like this feels good, but | think | 
understand why Max does what he does. Trying to take on problems 
like this every day... I'd burn out." | checked on Eric again, then 
stepped back from the door to give us a little more privacy. "It's 
something | think about whenever | think of home. | think I've 
mentioned that there are times where | feel like | have a... nota 
responsibility, but..." 


"An obligation?" 


"Yes, thank you. | feel like | have an obligation to go back home and 
do... something. It's not a good feeling." 


| sighed and glanced back towards the bedroom. 


"Look, don't get me wrong: | like helping people. I'll leap at the 
chance to help a single person, especially someone | kKnow-or 
someone who matters to someone | know, which is really the same 
thing-but | don't think | can say the same for some uncountable 
number of strangers. | guess my compassion just doesn't extend that 
far." 


| hesitated, then admitted, "| don't Know what that says about me." 
"I'm not one to judge,” Homura said. 

"Thank you." 

| took a deep, calming breath, then refocused on the matter at hand. 
"That said, this is basically nothing-gender-bending magic is a dime 
a dozen here. How long should we wait before letting that bomb 
drop? That's not a rhetorical question, I'm actually asking for advice." 
"A few weeks to a month." 

"That long?" 

"He'll be adjusting to school again in a couple days," she noted, "and 
| don't need to remind you how shocking magic can be. Let him get 
used to his new situation before upending things again." 

| frowned to myself as | considered her advice. 

"If he brings up transition, I'm going to reveal the magical options," | 
decided. "Otherwise, yeah, I'll let him settle in before bringing it up 
myself." 


| straightened up and glanced into the room again; Eric was still 
preening in front of the mirror, not paying attention to us at all. "I 


think he's already happier here, though from the sound of things that 
doesn't say a whole lot." 


"It says enough." 

“| guess." 

When neither of us found anything more to say, | peeked into his 
room again; he caught me looking this time and waved. | waved 


back. 


"We might want to hire someone to take over the afternoon shifts," 
Homura added. 


"Hmm? Why?" 
"So you can be the stay-at-home Mom." 
| choked on my tongue. 
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